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 ABSTRACT 
This study details a phenomenographic and grounded theory investigation aimed at 
generating new knowledge of an under-researched area, namely that of parental 
choice of early childhood education and care services.  Given the complexity and 
range of choice of early childhood services, and the diversity of family situations, 
research eliciting parent conceptions of their choices of early childhood services is 
both necessary and timely.  Findings from this study may be used to inform early 
childhood professionals by expanding their awareness of the variation that exists in 
the way that parents conceptualise early childhood services and make choices for 
young children.   This study addresses both the dilemmas of individual parents in 
conceptualising and choosing services for their children and the implications of their 
individual decisions in aggregate. 
Single in-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 23 parents from the 
local area of Boyne Island, Central Queensland, Australia.   The sample of parents 
comprised mothers only, although mothers and fathers were invited initially to join 
the study.  The parents were drawn from the four local early childhood education and 
care (ECEC) services that operate in this area.  In the first stage of the analysis, a 
phenomenographic framework was used to develop an outcome space to describe the 
eight parent conceptions of ECEC services.  These categories describe the way 
parents see ECEC services as: 
 Demographically convenient, 
 Safe, secure and hygienic, 
 Providing a routine, 
 Caring and nurturing, 
 Having trained and qualified staff,  
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 Valuing parents and keeping them informed, 
 Preparing for further learning, 
 Providing socialisation. 
These eight categories of description are understood and distinguished in terms of 
three dimensions, those being physical, personnel and personal. The physical 
dimension refers to the location and availability of services catering to the needs of 
the family.  The personnel dimension refers to how ECEC services are judged 
according to the personnel who work within that environment.  The personal 
dimension refers to how the ECEC service is judged according to how the individual 
children and their family are catered for and responded to within the environment. 
In the second stage of analysis, an orthodox grounded theory approach was used to 
explore how parents understood their choice of ECEC services for their young 
children.  This later analysis found that parent choice is influenced by: 
 Relationship with child; 
 Influence of significant others; 
 Understandings of childhood; 
 Maximising the child’s potential. 
The grounded theory that developed as a result of this stage of analysis was that 
parents make complex and pragmatic choices within social contexts. 
An understanding of the relationships between parent conceptions and the influences 
that they consider when choosing ECEC services was used to develop a model.  This 
model demonstrates the complexities of choice of service juxtaposed with parent 
conceptions of ECEC services.  Tensions for parents and their choice of service arose 
when their conceptions of ECEC services were compromised.  Therefore, central to 
the model presented is the understanding that the ECEC services were located within 
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a specific societal context and as such, any one, or combination of, the dimensions of 
conceptions of service, impact upon choice. 
 8
 TABLE OF CONTENTS 
KEYWORDS.................................................................................................................................3 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS....................................................................................................................4 
ABSTRACT ..................................................................................................................................6 
TABLE OF CONTENTS...............................................................................................................9 
LIST OF TABLES .......................................................................................................................13 
LIST OF FIGURES......................................................................................................................14 
LIST OF FIGURES......................................................................................................................14 
CHAPTER ONE:  THE RESEARCH PROBLEM .......................................... 15 
INTRODUCTION.............................................................................................................................15 
The applied focus of the study...........................................................................................16 
CONTEXT OF THE STUDY...............................................................................................................17 
DEMOGRAPHIC LOCATION OF THE STUDY......................................................................................18 
CONCEPTUALISATION OF THE STUDY............................................................................................19 
Aim and research questions of the study...........................................................................20 
Methodology and research design ....................................................................................20 
SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY .......................................................................................................22 
STRUCTURE OF THE THESIS...........................................................................................................22 
CHAPTER TWO:  LITERATURE REVIEW.................................................. 25 
INTRODUCTION.............................................................................................................................25 
SOCIAL CONTEXT OF AUSTRALIAN EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION AND CARE............................27 
The changing social agendas for ECEC ...........................................................................28 
Families as a social phenomenon .....................................................................................31 
Childhood as a social phenomenon ..................................................................................31 
THE POLICY AND REFORM CONTEXT .............................................................................................33 
Policy initiatives................................................................................................................34 
Integration of services.......................................................................................................37 
Draft OSHC Quality Practice Indicators..........................................................................39 
Queensland the Smart State: Education and Training Reforms for the Future: A Green 
Paper.................................................................................................................................40 
Queensland the Smart State: Education and Training Reforms for the Future: A White 
Paper – includes announcement of the preparatory year trail...........................................40 
Early Years Curriculum project – Prep Year curriculum .................................................40 
Child care centres on Education Queensland school sites – new policy. .........................40 
First years prevention projects – targeting ‘at-risk’ children entering school. .................40 
Stronger Families and Communities Strategy 2004-2008 ................................................40 
 9
Evaluation of the Preparatory Year Trial .........................................................................40 
Staff qualifications ............................................................................................................43 
QUALITY CONTEXT.......................................................................................................................44 
Perspectives on quality .....................................................................................................45 
Measurement of quality.....................................................................................................46 
Making meaning................................................................................................................47 
PARENTAL CONTEXT ....................................................................................................................48 
Parent choice ....................................................................................................................49 
Parents as consumers and/or participants........................................................................51 
CHAPTER SUMMARY ....................................................................................................................52 
CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS FOR 
THE STUDY......................................................................................................... 54 
INTRODUCTION.............................................................................................................................54 
EMPLOYING A MIXED METHOD APPROACH ....................................................................................54 
SUMMARY.....................................................................................................................................58 
CHAPTER FOUR: PHENOMENOGRAPHIC DESIGN AND 
IMPLEMENTATION ......................................................................................... 59 
INTRODUCTION.............................................................................................................................59 
PHENOMENOGRAPHY: A RESEARCH APPROACH............................................................................60 
First and second order perspectives .................................................................................61 
Phenomenography as an empirical research tradition .....................................................63 
KEY ASSUMPTIONS OF PHENOMENOGRAPHY.................................................................................65 
Epistemological and ontological assumptions of the phenomenographic study ...............66 
Phenomena and conceptions.............................................................................................67 
PROCESSES OF PHENOMENOGRAPHY.............................................................................................70 
PLAN ............................................................................................................................................72 
Purpose .............................................................................................................................72 
Strategies ..........................................................................................................................73 
DATA COLLECTION........................................................................................................................73 
Selection of participants....................................................................................................73 
Relation to purpose ...........................................................................................................74 
Bracketing .........................................................................................................................74 
Phenomenographic interview............................................................................................75 
ANALYSIS.....................................................................................................................................76 
INTERPRETATION ..........................................................................................................................78 
Developing categories of description................................................................................78 
Outcome space ..................................................................................................................80 
VALIDITY AND RELIABILITY.........................................................................................................83 
IMPLEMENTING THE STUDY ..........................................................................................................86 
 10
Preliminary investigation: Trialling the interview process...............................................86 
The sample of the study.....................................................................................................87 
The phenomenographic interview .....................................................................................88 
Interview questions ...........................................................................................................89 
The mechanical analysis of the data .................................................................................90 
The conceptual analysis of the data ..................................................................................91 
PRESENTING RESEARCH RESULTS .................................................................................................96 
CHAPTER SUMMARY .....................................................................................................................98 
CHAPTER FIVE: RESULTS OF PHENOMENOGRAPHIC ANALYSIS OF 
PARENT CONCEPTIONS OF ECEC SERVICES ......................................... 99 
INTRODUCTION.............................................................................................................................99 
CATEGORIES OF DESCRIPTION.......................................................................................................99 
Category A: The ECEC service is demographically convenient.....................................101 
Category B: The ECEC service is safe, secure and hygienic..........................................105 
Category C: The ECEC service provides a routine ........................................................108 
Category D: The ECEC service is caring and nurturing ................................................109 
Category E: The ECEC service has trained and professional staff ................................113 
Category F: The ECEC service values parents and keeps them informed......................116 
Category G: The ECEC service provides for socialisation.............................................118 
Category H: The ECEC service prepares them for further learning ..............................121 
CATEGORIES OF DESCRIPTION AS SUBJECT-OBJECT RELATIONS: THE OUTCOME SPACE ..............125 
CHAPTER SUMMARY...................................................................................................................127 
CHAPTER SIX: GROUNDED THEORY AS A MEANS OF EXPLORING 
CHOICE OF ECEC SERVICES...................................................................... 129 
INTRODUCTION...........................................................................................................................129 
SYMBOLIC INTERACTIONISM AS A THEORETICAL BASE FOR ORTHODOX GROUNDED THEORY......130 
RATIONALE FOR SELECTION OF GROUNDED THEORY METHODOLOGY.........................................131 
Orthodox grounded theory..............................................................................................132 
FOUNDATIONAL PRINCIPLES AND PROCEDURES OF ORTHODOX GROUNDED THEORY...................133 
APPLICATION OF ORTHODOX GROUNDED THEORY TO THIS STUDY ..............................................135 
Participants.....................................................................................................................135 
Data collection................................................................................................................135 
Interview transcripts and memos ....................................................................................136 
Data analysis and coding................................................................................................136 
Open coding ....................................................................................................................137 
Selective coding ..............................................................................................................137 
Theoretical sorting..........................................................................................................138 
Theory building...............................................................................................................139 
Theoretical saturation.....................................................................................................139 
 11
The place of the literature...............................................................................................140 
LIMITATIONS OF USING ORTHODOX GROUNDED THEORY IN THIS STUDY.....................................140 
CHAPTER SUMMARY...................................................................................................................141 
CHAPTER SEVEN: GROUNDED THEORY ANALYSIS OF PARENT 
CHOICE OF ECEC SERVICES...................................................................... 142 
INTRODUCTION...........................................................................................................................142 
GROUNDED THEORY ...................................................................................................................144 
CORE CATEGORY ........................................................................................................................145 
SUB CATEGORIES ........................................................................................................................145 
1. Parent choice is influenced by an assessment of the needs of the child and the family
........................................................................................................................................147 
2. Parent choice is influenced by significant others outside the family...........................154 
3. Parent choice is influenced by their understandings of childhood .............................157 
4. Parent choice is influenced by their perceived maximising of the child’s potential ...159 
LEFT OUTS ..................................................................................................................................162 
SUMMARY OF PARENT CHOICE OF ECEC SERVICES ....................................................................163 
INTERACTING FACTORS BETWEEN CONCEPTIONS AND CHOICE OF ECEC SERVICES ....................166 
CHAPTER SUMMARY...................................................................................................................172 
CHAPTER EIGHT: CONCLUSIONS ............................................................ 174 
INTRODUCTION...........................................................................................................................174 
SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY .....................................................................................................175 
MEETING PARENT EXPECTATIONS ...............................................................................................178 
CHILDHOOD AND ECEC SERVICES AS A SOCIAL PHENOMENON ..................................................179 
LOCAL CONTEXTS .......................................................................................................................183 
METHODOLOGICAL CONTRIBUTION ............................................................................................184 
Limitations of the study ...................................................................................................185 
FURTHER RESEARCH ...................................................................................................................185 
Building on the current study..........................................................................................186 
POLICY IMPLICATIONS ................................................................................................................188 
GENERATING POSSIBILITIES........................................................................................................189 
APPENDIX 1 ...................................................................................................... 190 
REFERENCES................................................................................................... 191 
 
 12
  
 
LIST OF TABLES 
 
TABLE 2.1:  KEY COMMONWEALTH AND QUEENSLAND ECEC POLICY DOCUMENTS 1990 – 2004 ....38 
TABLE 4.1: STEPS IN PHENOMENOGRAPHY ........................................................................................71 
TABLE 4.2: PHENOMENOGRAPHIC RESEARCH PROCESSES ..................................................................72 
TABLE 5.1:  CATEGORY A: AN ECEC SERVICE IS DEMOGRAPHICALLY CONVENIENT........................104 
TABLE 5.2:  CATEGORY B: AN ECEC SERVICE IS A SAFE, SECURE AND HYGIENIC ENVIRONMENT.....107 
TABLE 5.3:  CATEGORY C: AN ECEC SERVICE PROVIDES A ROUTINE................................................109 
TABLE 5.4: CATEGORY C: AN ECEC SERVICE IS CARING AND NURTURING. .....................................112 
TABLE 5.5:  CATEGORY E: AN ECEC SERVICE HAS TRAINED AND PROFESSIONAL STAFF ..................115 
TABLE 5.6:  CATEGORY F: AN ECEC SERVICE VALUES PARENTS AND KEEPS THEM INFORMED.........118 
TABLE 5.7: CATEGORY G: AN ECEC SERVICE IS SEEN AS PROVIDING SOCIALISATION          
EXPERIENCES ................................................................................................................121 
TABLE 5.8:  AN ECEC SERVICE PREPARES CHILDREN FOR FURTHER LEARNING ...............................125 
TABLE 7.1:  PARENT CHOICE OF ECEC SERVICES .............................................................................164 
TABLE 7.2: CONCEPTIONS AND CHOICE OF ECEC SERVICES ............................................................172 
 13
LIST OF FIGURES 
FIGURE 3.1:            OVERVIEW OF THE MIXED METHOD APPROACH ...........................................................56 
FIGURE 5.1:  SUBJECT-OBJECT RELATIONSHIP OF CATEGORY A...................................................101 
FIGURE 5.2:  SUBJECT-OBJECT RELATIONSHIP OF CATEGORY B...................................................105 
FIGURE 5.3:  SUBJECT-OBJECT RELATIONSHIP OF CATEGORY C...................................................108 
FIGURE 5.4:  SUBJECT-OBJECT RELATIONSHIP OF CATEGORY D...................................................109 
FIGURE 5.5:  SUBJECT-OBJECT RELATIONSHIP OF CATEGORY E ...................................................113 
FIGURE 5.6:  SUBJECT-OBJECT RELATIONSHIP OF CATEGORY F ...................................................116 
FIGURE 5.7:  SUBJECT-OBJECT RELATIONSHIP OF CATEGORY G...................................................118 
FIGURE 5.8:  SUBJECT-OBJECT RELATIONSHIP OF CATEGORY H...................................................121 
FIGURE 7.1:     THE SUB CATEGORIES OF CHOICE OF ECEC SERVICE WITHIN THE DIMENSIONS        
REPRESENTATIVE OF PARENTS UNDERSTANDINGS OF ECEC SERVICES. ....................168 
 14
CHAPTER ONE:  THE RESEARCH PROBLEM 
INTRODUCTION 
This study is designed to enhance knowledge and understanding of parent choice in 
relation to early childhood services. It investigates the ways in which parents make 
their choices of early childhood services and examines and interprets the meanings 
that they ascribe to those choices.  Thus, this thesis examines, in a descriptive fashion, 
the knowledge bases upon which parents draw as they make judgements about the 
early childhood services that they access for their young children. 
 The study emerged from a strong personal conviction, as an early childhood educator 
and researcher, that young children benefit from experiences and environments that 
build on their life-world.  Different types of children’s services provide young 
children with different types of experiences (Brannen & Moss, 2002; Dahlberg, Moss 
& Pence, 2002; Fleer, 2000; Moss, 2003; Rodd, 1996; Smith, 1994; Stonehouse, 
1994; Vincent, Ball, Kemp & & Radcliffe, 2002).  Of significance to this study was 
how parents conceptualised and chose different ECEC services for their children, 
based on their life-world. 
Throughout this thesis, the term early childhood education and care (ECEC) is used 
to denote centre-based early childhood services that provide education and care for 
young children under the compulsory age for school.  It is used because this definition 
is supported internationally, as evidenced by the Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD) report, Starting Strong (2001), where the term 
ECEC is used to describe services such as preschool, kindergarten and child care. 
When choosing early childhood services for their children, parents make decisions 
about, and select from, a range of ECEC services. This study was driven by a desire to 
better understand the choices that parents make on behalf of their young children.  
While parents may not be able to choose their “ideal” or perceived most “effective” 
ECEC service, they do make decisions based on a number of factors. The aim of this 
study is to understand the variation in ways that parents choose ECEC services.  A 
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further interest point of this research is what parents understand an early childhood 
service to be.  
This study developed as a concerned response to recent early childhood service policy 
initiatives within the state, national and international arenas.  Presently, in Australia, 
at both state and national levels of government, policy makers propose that flexible 
and integrated service models will better meet the changing needs of the family 
(Commonwealth Department of Family and Community Services, 1999; 
Commonwealth Government, 2004; Queensland Government, 1997, 2000, 2002; 
Walker, 2004).  The reframing of the public provision of services for young children 
is receiving much attention (Council of Australian Government, 1995; Queensland 
Government, 2000). The promotion of the need for systemic reform and the 
development of more flexible and integrated services, whereby a variety of different 
children’s services are located together, are also evident in the international arena 
(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2001).   Notably, these 
recent policy initiatives have not addressed the ways in which parents of young 
children choose early childhood services, nor the reasons for their choices. Of 
increasing concern is that the needs and interests of parents and their young children 
may be marginalised within such a system.  It is argued that, “how we understand 
children and make public provision for them involves political and ethical choices” 
(Moss & Petrie, 2002, p.2). Important to this debate is the ways parents understand 
and choose ECEC services.  As such, this investigation into the above-mentioned 
issues was both timely and necessary. 
The applied focus of the study 
This study is intended to advance knowledge related to parent choice of early 
childhood services, so that parent perspectives are legitimated and may, therefore, 
inform policy reform and service provision.  At the same time, it presented an 
opportunity to improve professional practice in the provision of ECEC services 
(Atwell, 1996; Green, Maxwell, & Shanahan, 2001), by bringing to light the 
understandings of parents in relation to conceptions and choice of services.  As the 
purpose of this study was to develop a deeper understanding of the ways in which 
parents understand and choose early childhood services, this thesis provokes thought 
and reflection in relation to future service provision and professional practice.  
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Although this thesis has a distinct orientation towards practical research outcomes, it 
has potential to contribute to the growth of professional knowledge as well as to 
ECEC itself (Borbasi, Pearson & Gott, 1998; Fleer, 2000; Hughes & MacNaughton, 
2000). Such research addresses the importance of understanding parent conceptions 
and understandings of choice in relation to ECEC services.  
CONTEXT OF THE STUDY 
This study was conceptualised within a period of new policy initiatives within 
Queensland and, more broadly, within the international domain of early childhood 
education and care.  In 2002, the Queensland Government released a policy 
document, Queensland The Smart State: Education and training reforms for the 
future (Queensland Government, 2002), which emphasised the need to pay closer 
attention to consumer needs and expectations in education and training. Within such a 
context, individual parents, as consumers, were seen in the role of selecting the ‘best’ 
service/s for their child and family.  This notion of ‘parents-as-consumers’ resulted 
from the quasi-marketisation of ECEC during the nineties (Brennan, 1999).  Such 
conceptualisations were also being witnessed in other arenas within our societal 
context (Dahlberg, Moss & Pence, 2002).  As such, in the international arena, there is 
also evidence of a trend toward more active involvement by parents in their children’s 
education in the early years.  The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (2001), for example, does not discuss the notion of parent as consumer, 
but does advocate for the need to engage parents in policy and service developments. 
The broader education policy arena is in alignment with the perspective identified by 
the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), that there 
should be an extension beyond parents making individual choice to a different and 
more collective discourse, one of ‘taking part’ (Marginson, 1995; Rizvi, 1995).  
Within such a discourse, the view of the individual parent as the consumer is instead 
reconstructed as a view of parents as participants in policy and service development. 
This understanding thereby emphasises a vision of community, where collective 
decision-making and participatory citizenship are valued (Marginson, 1995).   
Specifically in the ECEC arena, such a vision may allow for a range of different 
service provisions to be made available to young children and their families and for 
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policy makers and parents to work together, in order to redress some of the 
assumptions about parent understandings and expectations.   
Whilst these two discourses of “parent as consumer of services” and “parent as 
participant in services” may appear to be contradictory in nature, they do exist 
currently within the Australian ECEC context, as well as more globally (Marginson, 
1997).  As such, diverse images of parents as both consumers and participants in 
ECEC are evident, and highlights the complexity of parent involvement in their 
children’s educative process.   
However, after undertaking a thorough search of the field, it is evident that there has 
been limited published research to date that has investigated parent views and 
experiences of Australian ECEC services.  Little is known about how parents 
understand ECEC services and how they make the choice of service/s for their young 
children.  Given this, a study that focuses on parent understandings of ECEC services 
is both necessary and timely.  
DEMOGRAPHIC LOCATION OF THE STUDY 
The Boyne Island community is a demographic area within the Calliope shire, which 
is a subdivision of Gladstone, within the Fitzroy division (Australian Bureau of 
Statistics, 2002a).  Boyne Island is located approximately 550 kilometres north of 
Brisbane and is at the southern end of the Great Barrier Reef, at the mouth of the 
Boyne River.  Boyne Island is connected to the mainland by bridges to Tannum Sands 
and the Benaraby Road.  The nearest major regional centre, with a population of 30 
000 is Gladstone, being 25 kilometres distant.  Boyne Island has a population of 
approximately 3500 (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2002a).  The Boyne Smelter, the 
main employer in the area, is located on the north-western side of the island.   
The community is chiefly comprised of smelter workers, supply industry employees 
and retirees, with 92.9% employment status (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2002a).  
Accordingly, 26.7% are employed in the manufacturing industry, 8.9% in the 
construction industry, 13.7% in the retail trade industry, 8.2% in the property and 
business services industry, 7.1% in the education industry, with 6.4% employed in the 
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health and community industry (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2002b).   The median 
weekly family income is between $1000 - $1199 and the mean household size is 2.9 
persons.  Therefore, it can be seen that, within Boyne Island, there is a low 
unemployment rate, with a relatively high level of family income. 
There has been a regular influx of people from Tasmania, New Zealand, Victoria, 
Western Australia and European countries, associated with industrial developments in 
the Gladstone area, with 82.5% identifying as Australian-born and only 12.7% being 
born overseas.  Within the Calliope Shire, 54.2% of families and households consist 
of couples with children, whilst 34.4% of families are couples without children.  In 
addition, 10.9% of households are one-parent families, with 0.5% comprising the 
category of other families (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2002c).  Within the local 
Boyne Island community there are four ECEC services catering for young children 
and their families.  There are two licensed long day care centres; one, which caters for 
children from 6 weeks of age while the other, caters for children from 12 months of 
age.  There are also two state preschool centres.   An ethical concern might be that the 
naming of this study’s site could potentially identify participants.  However, 
throughout this reporting of the data, all identifying information has bee removed and 
the manes of participants are pseudonyms. 
CONCEPTUALISATION OF THE STUDY 
As mentioned previously, this study investigated parent conceptions and 
understandings of early childhood service/s for their young children in this local 
community and, in so doing, examines parental views related to choice.  This is 
legitimitated by the present climate of changing policy initiatives within the ECEC 
field.  While there are many other associated issues, such as legislation, funding, 
infrastructure, and education and training reform agendas, this study maintains a sharp 
focus on parent conceptions. 
This study, examining parents’ understandings and views of early childhood services 
and choice, was undertaken in the aforementioned town of Queensland.  This location 
was well known to the researcher, who taught preschool in this region until 2003.  
There are few ECEC services available in this town and, therefore, parents have 
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limited choices of ECEC services.  ECEC service providers in this location are aware 
of the need to restructure ECEC service provisions to be responsive to the community 
expectations.  This awareness is enhanced through collegial relationship between the 
different ECEC services and by way of an established ECEC network.  Existing 
policies and dominant discourses can inhibit such restructuring endeavours, as 
systemic changes can inhibit localisation (Brannen & Moss, 2002; Dahlberg, Moss & 
Pence, 2002; Moss & Pence, 1994).  This is the context that forms the scaffold of this 
professional doctoral study. 
 Aim and research questions of the study 
The main aim of this study was to investigate the different ways in which parents 
conceptualised the early childhood services they chose for their children.  The central 
concern of this study was not to investigate only the phenomenon of early childhood 
services or the parent choice of those early childhood services but, rather, it was 
concerned with the relationship between the two. That is, how parents’ 
understandings of ECEC services influenced their service choice.   
Such a focus, situated within this particular demographic context, sheds light on 
important themes that are relevant to the local early childhood services utilised by the 
participants.  Whilst the findings of this particular study may be unique to the chosen 
demographic location, sample and time, it is anticipated that the findings may 
stimulate further indepth discussion, which takes account of parental choice and 
expectation, whilst at the same time promoting investigation across the wider ECEC 
professional field.   
The central research questions of this study were: 
1. What are parent conceptions of early childhood services? 
2. How do parents choose ECEC services? 
Methodology and research design 
The focus of the study was the qualitatively different ways in which parents of young 
children understood ECEC service, as a basis for choosing ECEC services, within a 
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specific demographic location.  This study was concerned with more than parents 
describing the ECEC services.  Rather, this study was about describing how and why 
parents made their choice of ECEC services.  Indepth semi-structured interviews, with 
parents of young children accessing ECEC services, provided the data for this study.   
This study has two stages of analysis.  The first is a phenomenographic-inspired 
approach (Marton, 1994a, 1994b, 1996; Marton & Booth, 1997) and the second is 
motivated by grounded theory (Glaser, 1998; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). This study 
aims to uncover the variation in the way a particular group of parents understand their 
choice of early childhood services, and tries not to impose a pre-set interpretation of 
early childhood services.  Previous studies, reviewed in Chapter two, have tended to 
use quantitative survey methods to examine parent involvement, participation and 
engagement within ECEC services.   
Phenomenographic research attempts to describe, analyse and understand the 
meanings that people ascribe to the world and how they interpret significant 
phenomena (Marton, 1981a).  The phenomenographic approach is valuable in 
investigations involving individual’s conceptions collectively (Gerber, 1993; 
Sandberg, 1994).  Phenomenography aims to reveal and investigate the different ways 
in which people experience phenomena in their world (Bruce, 1997; Dahlgren, 1993; 
Dall’Alba, 1996; Marton, 1996; Pramling, 1995).  A phenomenographic research 
approach offers an insider perspective of early childhood services.  The desire to 
obtain an “insider view” or, as Marton (1981a) describes, a “second-order 
perspective” (p.178), distinguishes this particular study from earlier research of 
parents and ECEC. The phenomenographic structure adopted in the first stage of 
analysis in this study supports a deep approach to understanding the situated 
experiences of ECEC services by parents.  The choice of phenomenography as the 
research methodology for the first stage of analysis is discussed in greater depth in 
Chapter four. 
Grounded theory, used in the second stage of analysis in this study, allowed the 
development of theory that “illuminates the area under study” (Strauss & Corbin, 
1990, p.24).  This qualitative research method “uses a systematic set of procedures to 
develop an inductively derived grounded theory about a phenomenon” (Strauss & 
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Corbin, 1990, p.24).  Grounded theory begins with a research situation, in this 
instance, choice of ECEC services by parents.  Within the data, it was the aim in this 
stage of analysis to understand what was happening, in relation to how choice of 
service was made by parents as well as how they managed their roles.   
SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 
This study has produced two types of outcomes.  First, it contributes significantly to 
the development of knowledge in the area of parental choice of ECEC services.  The 
findings may guide future policy and practice discussion within the wider early 
childhood field.  Such findings may better inform those developing ECEC services 
within similar demographic locations, in order that services that are provided are 
suitable for families and young children in their particular demography.   
Second, this study applies phenomenographic research techniques to a new context.  
Whilst the application of phenomenography to ECEC is not unique (Pramling, 1995; 
Pramling & Lindahl, 1991), other studies have had the child as the focus, exploring 
conceptions of learning.  This study differs in that, primarily, it is not an exploration 
of conceptions of teaching and learning, but rather an investigation into conceptions 
of choice of ECEC services.  The phenomenographic analysis of the data presents the 
parental perspectives applicable to this particular context.  Phenomenographic 
analysis, along with a grounded theory-inspired analysis of data, provided a 
comprehensive framework for investigating the complexities of parent conceptions 
and choice of ECEC services. 
STRUCTURE OF THE THESIS 
This thesis is comprised of eight chapters.  The first chapter has introduced the thesis 
along with the aim and research questions to be explored.  This chapter also 
introduced the contextual background of the study in relation to the wider ECEC 
focus in the state, national and international arenas.   
Chapter two examines four core contexts that have been identified as important for 
further examination and reconceptualisation of ECEC services. These contexts 
address social, policy, quality and parent issues and highlight the impact of these 
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contexts upon parent choice of ECEC services. Within the literature, it is evident that 
such contexts are characterised by diversity and complexity and, as such, can be 
confusing for parents who are choosing and accessing ECEC services for their young 
children.  This study addresses this situation, bringing to light the understandings of 
parents. 
Chapter three discusses the two stages of data analysis adopted in this thesis.   The use 
of a phenomenographic approach in the first stage of analysis, whereby the parent 
conceptions of ECEC services were explored, was seen to be complemented by the 
orthodox grounded theory approach that was then undertaken to explore why parents 
chose ECEC services.   
Chapter four details the theoretical underpinnings of the phenomenographic approach 
to data analysis that has been adopted in the first stage.  The suitability of a 
phenomenographic research approach has been identified because this approach 
supports a deeper understanding of the parent understandings of ECEC services.   
Chapters five outlines the results obtained in the first phase of the analysis in the 
study.  In phase one of the study, that being the phenomenographically-inspired 
approach, the analysis outlines the qualitatively different ways in which parents 
understand ECEC services.   
Chapter six explores the grounded theory approach that frames the second phase of 
the study.  The application of orthodox grounded theory asks the question “What 
criteria do parents use in choosing an ECEC service?”  This approach explains the 
variation in the patterns of how parents choose such services.  This chapter details the 
theoretical nature of grounded theory, whilst also outlining the way in which such a 
framework has been applied in this particular context. 
Chapter seven comprises an analysis generated by orthodox grounded theory.  This 
second phase of the study generated a grounded theory that was a means of explaining 
how parents chose ECEC services within a specific demographic location. 
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The final chapter of this thesis is twofold in nature.  First, it deals specifically with the 
substantive findings of each of the stages of analysis undertaken in this study.  In the 
first stage of analysis in the study, it was found that parent conceptions of ECEC 
services could be understood according to a schema consisting of three dimensions.  
The physical dimension is representative of the location and availability of ECEC 
services that cater to the needs of the family.  The personnel dimension describes the 
conceptions pertinent to the personnel who work within ECEC services, whilst the 
third dimension, personal, refers to those conceptions relating to the ways in which 
ECEC services are judged according to how the individual children and their family 
are catered for and responded to within the ECEC service.  Complementary to this 
initial analysis, the grounded theory derived from the same data, which focused on 
parent choice of ECEC service, adds a detailed explanation of the influences that 
affect such decisions for parents of young children.  The grounded theory that was 
developed as a result of this stage of analysis was that parents make complex and 
pragmatic choices within social contexts. Second, the final chapter has a focus on 
implications for future research pertinent to parental conceptions of ECEC services 
and, thereby, makes recommendations for the domain of ECEC.   
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CHAPTER TWO:  LITERATURE REVIEW 
INTRODUCTION 
The field of early childhood education and care (ECEC) in Australia is characterised 
by diversity and complexity.  Whilst there is some similarity in service development 
and delivery for services under Commonwealth control, there is substantial variation 
among states and territories in policy and funding.  Such diversity across ECEC 
services can be confusing for parents who are responsible for choosing these services 
for their young children. 
The types of services available to parents include home-based care, long day care, 
neighbourhood children’s centres, preschool, kindergarten, the early years of school, 
occasional care, family day care, mobile services, out-of-school- hours care, as well as 
other settings that cater for children from birth to age eight. These diverse services 
have been described as fragmented (Fleer, 2000; Noble, 2003).  Such fragmentation 
of the ECEC field can be attributed, in part, to the different governing bodies 
responsible for service delivery. This widely recognised discontinuity (Fleer, 2000; 
Moss, 2003; Moss & Petrie, 2002; Ochiltree, 1994; Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development, 2001; Stonehouse, 1994) is due to the differing historical 
developments of the service types (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development, 2001).    
Throughout Australia, ECEC service provision has become a political issue, with 
attention influenced by changes in the wider community.  Both federal and state 
governments are developing and implementing reforms and measures in an attempt to 
regulate and monitor ECEC (Commonwealth Government, 2004; National Childcare 
Accreditation Council, 2002; Queensland Government, 2000).  This can be construed 
as a response to changes in economic and social conditions within the wider society 
(Marginson, 1995; Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2001). 
Variations in policy approaches and delivery of services arising across the various 
states and territories in Australia may be due, in no small part, to the number and mix 
of governing bodies involved in developing policy and funding frameworks for the 
field.    
 25
Whilst the early childhood field is being researched (Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development, 2001; Queensland Government, 2002; Tayler, Tennent, 
Farrell & Gahan, 2002), absent from these examinations of ECEC is the way in which 
parents make choices about the ECEC services they access. There has been however, 
growing emphasis on the integration of ECEC services for young children and their 
families in our present social and political climate (Commonwealth Government, 
2003, 2004; Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2001; 
Queensland Government, 2001; 2002).  For example, in a recent study, Tayler, 
Tennent, Farrell and Gahan (2002) found that “for many families, services are 
inaccessible, irrelevant or inappropriate, fragmented or constraining.  Furthermore, 
the nature of services that are available to families is often unknown” (p.1).   The 
Stronger Families and Communities Strategy (Commonwealth Government, 2005) is 
attempting to redress such issues, in stating that the focus remains to 
continue to work in partnership with community organisations to 
understand what works best at the local level and help communities to 
develop local solutions to local issues.  Only by working in this way 
can we build stronger families and communities and provide better 
opportunities for our children. (p. 3)  
 If this is so, then a deeper understanding of how parents choose ECEC services is 
warranted. 
This chapter addresses four key areas that highlight the contexts in which parents of 
young children choose ECEC services.  These four areas are: the social context, the 
political context, the quality context and the context for parents within the ECEC 
field.  These diverse yet interrelated contexts form the backcloth against which 
parents make choices of ECEC services.   As Hayes, Neilsen-Hewett and Warton 
(1999) point out, the economic, demographic, ideological and historical influences on 
early childhood education and care services are complex and need to be examined in 
order to ascertain the factors that affect the provision of services for young children 
and their families. Specifically, these complex contexts need to be explored in order 
to understand the ways in which ECEC services have developed.  The following 
examination of the literature contextualises the exploration of parent understandings 
and choice of ECEC services within the local context of this study. 
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SOCIAL CONTEXT OF AUSTRALIAN EARLY CHILDHOOD 
EDUCATION AND CARE  
Today, Australian society is more socially and culturally diverse than ever before.  
Demographically, the low Australian birth rate and the increased life expectancy rate 
has had an impact on the age distribution within society  (Australian Bureau of 
Statistics, 2002c).  Socially, there is a decrease in family size and an increase in single 
parent and couple-only families (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2002b).  Related to 
this is the steady increase of women participating in the workforce (Australian Bureau 
of Statistics, 2002c).  These changes and new conditions have meant readjustment of 
workforce arrangements and a greater flexibility in care arrangements required by 
parents of young children (Morda, Kapsalakis & Clyde, 2000; Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development, 2001; Press & Hayes, 2000).  These 
societal trends require greater exploration of their impact on parents who are choosing 
an early childhood service. 
The changes in family structures, with the number of single parent families being 
numerically greater than in any previous period (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 
2002a), and the increase of women participating in the workforce, whether out of 
necessity or by choice (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2002b), have a direct impact 
on the ways for which children’s care and education services are provided.  More than 
ever before in Australian society, young children are experiencing an increase in non-
parental forms of care (Brennan, 1998; Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development, 2001). 
The changing societal context has direct relevance for the ECEC field (Brennan, 
1998; Fleer, 2000; Goodfellow, 2002; Moss & Petrie, 2002; Vincent, Ball, Kemp, & 
Radcliffe, 2002).  The early childhood field is not a separate, autonomous entity, but 
entwined with the agendas of the workforce, education and training.  The dilemma for 
those working in the field of early childhood education and care is the extent to which 
such social change affects service provisions.  Any examination of the early 
childhood field, in which parent choice is made, cannot be separated from 
consideration of wider social reform.  The apparent pervasiveness of out-of-home 
care, as well as the profound changes in the structural, cultural, and labour force 
characteristics of families have become a part of the fabric of contemporary society 
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(Hayes & Watts, 1998; Goodfellow, 2002). As society is undergoing continuous 
change, ECEC services, as a consequence, should reflect the needs of families 
(Brennan, 1999; Fleer, 2000).  An historical review of Australian ECEC confirms this 
view.  In light of contemporary features of the family and demographic trends, parent 
choice of ECEC services may be influenced by and, to some extent, complicated by 
historical foundations of service provision as well as present needs and expectations. 
The changing social agendas for ECEC 
In Australia, as in many Western countries, philanthrophic bodies have dominated the 
development of children’s services from their inception. By 1911, in Australia, 
Kindergarten Unions, or their equivalents, had been established in all Australian 
states.  These first early childhood programs were conceived as a means of rescuing 
children of working class families (Brennan, 1994, 1998).  The belief, held by the 
middle and upper classes of society, was that these children were poorly treated and 
environmentally deprived.  Such provisions of ECEC were seen to meet the needs of 
parents, as well as children, although children were the primary concern.  This model, 
labelled the ‘deficit model’ (Arthur, Beecher, Dockett, Falmer, & Richards, 1995, 
p.3), came to permeate the industrialised world.  To some extent, this model is still in 
practice today (Gahan, 2002), and is corroborated within the OECD Country Notes 
Report (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2001). 
Throughout the early twentieth century, then, institutional care and education were 
seen as a positive alternative for children from the working classes.  The programs 
designed during that period focused on health, nutrition and socialisation, although 
some educational aspects also were included (Arthur et al., 1995).  Kindergartens 
were seen as vehicles of social reform and a progressive alternative to the orphanage, 
the jail, the asylum and the reformatory, which had previously catered for the children 
who were the casualties of poverty.  This type of service was deemed appropriate for 
working class children and thus, the kindergarten was regarded as a tool for urban 
social reform as well as educational reform (Brennan, 1999; Spearritt, 1979).     
In the early 1900s, a new emphasis became evident.  The Sydney Day Nursery (1911) 
initiative illustrated the new focus on providing EC care for children of working 
mothers.  The Nursery was “to care properly for the babies of poor working class 
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women of Sydney, during the hours when these mothers were forced to be at work” 
(Arthur et al., 1995, p.4).  At this time, other day nurseries also were established in 
needy sections of the city that provided shorter hours of care, whilst at the same time, 
providing an educational framework.  The variation in emphasis was evident, having 
moved from the ‘deficit model’ of providing adequate care, to one where services 
were developed to achieve two separate purposes, that was care and education.  One 
offered short hours care, thus preventing parents from using those facilities as child 
minding facilities, and emphasised education.  The other offered longer hours for 
child minding and emphasised care. According to Brennan (1998), this situation led to 
a division between services perceived to be offering education and those perceived to 
be offering care.  Such divisions within the field of early childhood still prevail today. 
Although both kindergartens and day care centres began in Australia as charitable 
organizations for poor and working class families, kindergartens gradually began to 
be valued by middle class families as well.  During the years of the Second World 
War, the need for childcare grew rapidly as women joined the workforce during the 
war effort.  Services, which once catered for the working class, were now catering for 
all classes.  This was due to a changing conception of those in the middle and upper 
classes about the benefits of such programs (Arthur et al., 1995; Brennan, 1994, 
1998).  Parents of young children were choosing to access ECEC services, 
representing a changed view that services were no longer chosen because of 
workforce participation. 
Throughout the war and post-war years, growing numbers of groups sought 
Commonwealth assistance to enable the provision of services for young children and 
their families.  During this time many new groups, including feminist groups, trade 
unionists and political radicals, began to debate about appropriate services for young 
children (Brennan, 1994, 1998).  The debate highlighted the differences between 
perceived to offer ‘education’ and those perceived to offer ‘care’.  This distinction of 
types of ECEC services further aroused parental interest in choosing services deemed 
to meet their needs and expectations.  These developments continued to take place 
during a period of increasing labour force participation by women (Brennan, 1994).  
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It was not until the 1960s that the social context in which ECEC services had been 
constructed began to be challenged in a major way, leading to the formation of 
childcare lobby groups (Brannen, 1994; Bowes, 2004; Bowes & Hayes, 1999; Bowes 
& Watson, 1999).  Such groups pushed for the public provision of a range of child 
care services, which families could use at their discretion and not solely because they 
were deemed to be needy or underprivileged, as was previously the case.  It was at 
this time that the emergence of parental choice in relation to ECEC services was most 
evident:   
Probably the most significant aspect of this period in the long run was the 
legitimacy it gave to the idea of children’s services being established and 
supported as a normal community service – not something which should 
be restricted to the ‘needy’. (Brennan, 1994, p.9)  
It was the feminist movement, in particular, that contributed to such changes, by 
relentlessly pressing their demands upon the Commonwealth government. This 
movement directly targeted the political arena in order to bring about such changes to 
the system (Brennan, 1994; Fleer, 2000).  Ensuing changes in the way in which 
children’s services came to be viewed by the public also were important for other 
reasons.  There appeared to be a shift away from the belief that such services were 
provided not only to service the needs of the children, but also existed for service to 
another set of clients, the parents (Brennan, 1994, 1998).  Thus, the client base 
widened.  This, in itself, provided hurdles for service providers in that there was now 
a need to provide services to a wider cross-section of the community. 
The debate about how to cater best for young children and their families is entrenched 
in economic necessity and the socio-political agendas.  Edgar (1992) categorised five 
basic purposes for non-parental care systems in Australia during the 1960s: a form of 
protecting society; fostering equal employment for women; assimilating migrants and 
their children; lessening the dependency upon the state welfare system; and enriching 
the lives of children. While each purpose can be seen as conceptually isolated, they 
are, in practice, interdependent upon one another (Edgar, 1992).  It is these economic 
and political issues, more than our accumulated knowledge about the nature of 
learning, the needs of children, or the conditions necessary for human development, 
that determine the topography of the policy map in the area of early childhood 
(Brennan, 1994; Lambert, 1992; Stonehouse; 1994). 
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Economic rationalism in the 1980s and 1990s replaced the feminist arguments for 
childcare service provision that had previously existed.  The Keating government saw 
a lack of childcare places as a major obstacle to women participating in the paid 
workforce (Brennan, 1994, 1998).  Instead, feminist arguments for more childcare 
were replaced by economic arguments, stressing the need for workforce participation, 
enhanced productivity and the transition from welfare to work (Press & Hayes, 2000).  
The social context in which Australia’s young children and their families exist today 
is influenced by the past as well as the political and societal demands of the present.  
 
Families as a social phenomenon 
The family, as a social phenomenon, is always under construction.  Brennan (1998) 
notes that the traditional family consisting of a working father and a mother at home 
caring for dependent children, represents only a small proportion of families 
(Brennan, 1998).  Several factors can be identified as direct contributors to this 
change: changes in the workforce; changing patterns of work; a decline in fertility 
rates; the choices of many people to remain childless; divorce and remarriage rates; 
de-facto relationships and same-sex relationships (OECD, 2001).  Thus, family 
structures in OECD countries, generally speaking, may have indeed undergone a 
major structural change (James & James, 2004; Moss & Petrie, 2002; OECD, 2001).  
The family structure impacts the way in which the child is perceived within the family 
context, as well as the way in which provisions for the young child are chosen.  This 
includes the choice of ECEC services.  It is parents who are primarily responsible for 
making choices for the alternate socialisation and educational contexts for their 
children (OECD, 2001), and they who play an important role in the lives of their 
young children and in the provision of learning opportunities for their children (Ball 
& Pence, 2000; Dahlberg et al., 2002; James, Jenks & Prout, 1998, Moss & Pence, 
1994). 
Childhood as a social phenomenon 
The ways that the child and childhood are understood, within a particular society, 
influence the early childhood education and care that is provided for young children 
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and their families.  Conceptions or understandings of early childhood environments 
are underpinned by beliefs about the young child and early childhood (David, 2001; 
James & James, 2004; Kilderry, Nolan & Noble, 2004; Moss, 2003; Prout, 2003).  
The ways that parents view childhood may influence their choice of ECEC settings.   
It is difficult to ascertain the predominant view of childhood in Australia.  From an 
historical perspective, internationally, views of childhood have ranged from a focus 
on children in their own right to a view that children are part of a family context 
(Brennan, 1994, 1998, 1999; Cleverley & Phillips, 1990; James & Prout, 1997; Moss, 
2003; Powell, 1990; Smart & Neale, 1999).  In recent times, social policy has tended 
towards the latter, and the emphasis, therefore, has been on addressing the needs of 
parents participating in the workforce as well as assisting those families with children 
identified as “at risk” (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 
2001).   
This study theorises childhood as a social phenomenon, which exists in particular 
social contexts (Christensen & James, 2001; Cleverley & Phillips, 1990; James & 
James, 2004; James & Prout, 1997; Smart, Neale & Wade, 2001).  The context or 
social world of the child is diverse, complex and subject to continuous change.  Social 
research has noted that in recent times, western cultures have tended to label the child 
as completely distinct from the adult, in that the child is viewed as innocent, helpless 
and inexperienced (James & James, 2004; James, Jenks, & Prout, 1998).  Within this 
view, childhood is seen as a period of “social dependency, asexuality and the 
obligation to be happy, with children having the right to protection and training, but 
not to social or personal autonomy” (James, Jenks, & Prout, 1998, p.62).  This 
characterisation of the child and childhood is paradoxical.  On the one hand, this view 
sets precedence on the child’s wellbeing.  Conversely, such an understanding 
separates the child and childhood from the rest of society and the life cycle.  This 
view marginalises children, making them incapable of existing as truly active 
participants of society, with adults in the field of early childhood education and care 
seeking to “protect” the “innocent” child (James, Jenks, & Prout, 1998). 
More recently, work in the field of childhood has adopted a broader view of the child 
and childhood (Dahlberg, Moss & Pence, 2002; Moss, 2003; Moss & Petrie, 2002; 
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Vincent et al., 2002).  The child has been understood to have surprising and 
extraordinary strengths and capabilities (Dahlberg, Moss, & Pence, 2002; Malaguzzi, 
1993).  For example, children are now understood as be co-constructors of their own 
knowledge and identity, in collaboration with other children and adults (Danby, 2000; 
Danby, Baker, & Emmison, 2002; James & James, 2004; James & Prout, 1997; May, 
2001; Mayall, 1994, 2002).  Such constructions of childhood may impact the ECEC 
field, in childhood policy, service provision, and education contexts.   
THE POLICY AND REFORM CONTEXT 
The diversity of service types in ECEC may be seen, on the face of it, to provide 
families with choice.  However, families may be confronted with a complex, 
confusing and fragmented system (Dockett & Sumsion, 2004; Tayler, Tennent, Farrell 
& Gahan, 2002; Walker, 2004).  It is often difficult for parents to identify which 
service types suit their needs and those of their children and, indeed, what types of 
services are available to them.  These complexities have developed from, and 
continue to proliferate within, a policy context of fragmentation.  
As a response to improving the delivery, suitability and quality of children’s services 
throughout Australia, there is widespread political interest in service integration, 
whereby a variety of different services catering for young children and their families 
are located and operate together.  Whilst it is arguable that such reform may not 
indeed facilitate choice for parents, it is believed that integrated support for families 
may provide a forum, with the potential to empower families (Hard, 2001).  Different 
strata of governments have concerned themselves with this conception (Council of 
Australian Governments, 1995; Commonwealth Government, 2003, 2004; 
Queensland Government, 2000; 2002).  They outline a reform agenda that addresses 
the issue of a more integrated approach to early childhood services for young children 
and their families.  
Such policy directions mark the terrain of contemporary ECEC. Strategies such as 
those under discussion and implementation in Queensland (Queensland Government, 
2000; 2002) seek to develop a system that keeps pace with – and capitalises on – the 
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rapid rate of social change.  This highlights the ways in which government policy 
reforms in early childhood are influenced by the wider social context. 
Policy initiatives 
The past two decades have been characterised by substantial changes and reforms in 
the early childhood care and education field (David, 1998; Moss, 2003; Prout, 2003).  
The family has undergone dramatic changes during this period, both in the roles of 
family members and in the structure of the family (Hughes & MacNaughton, 2000; 
Vincent et al., 2002).  As mentioned earlier, the number of families in which both 
parents undertake paid work outside the home has increased dramatically, as has the 
number of single parents within our society (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2002b; 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2001).  Consequently, 
non-parental care of children is a feature of contemporary Australian society.  
Initiatives have been implemented in an attempt to improve the types and quality of 
childcare services in Australia at various levels of government policy. As a reflection 
of such changes, it is beneficial to examine the interrelationship of the impact that 
different levels of government policy initiatives have made.  The policy arena is 
multi-layered and, as such, the state, national and international influence is difficult to 
delineate.  
All levels of government in Australia have an interest in the provision of children’s 
services.  Since 1985, states and territories have been participating jointly with the 
Commonwealth Government in national childcare strategies (Quality Improvement 
and Accreditation System [National Childcare Accreditation Council, 2002]). It is 
anticipated (by its designers) that the national system of accreditation for childcare 
centres will improve the quality of care received by children.  However, Wangmann 
(1994), writing a decade ago, feared that national accreditation of early childhood 
professionals would further widen the gap between care and education by not 
mandating that kindergarten, preschool and early primary teachers also be accredited.   
Individual state and territory governments hold a stake in the welfare and 
development aspects of these services for young children and local government also 
has an interest in childcare provision, because of its involvement within the local 
community and its role in local planning and the regulation of the associated building 
codes. 
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The Commonwealth government has the prime responsibility for funding childcare 
places and provides 90% of total government funds (Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development, 2001).  State and territory governments provide the 
remaining 10% of the government funding for childcare.  However, state and territory 
governments have the total responsibility for providing the necessary funding for 
preschool services, except for those provided for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island 
children, which are funded by the Commonwealth government (Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development, 2001).  In this manner, the various states 
and territories are responsible for licensing and regulating both childcare and 
education services.  State governments are also responsible for providing program 
support and advisory staff.  However, the monitoring of these services is not uniform 
across the different sectors. 
Reconceptualisation of early childhood education and care is a popular topic of 
debate, receiving attention from many stakeholders. However, little attention is given 
to the perspectives of parents themselves.  These stakeholders are asking: “What 
should be the nature of early education and care?” (Anderson & Smith, 1999; 
Archard, 1993; Cohen, 1997; Edwards, Gandini, & Forman, 1998; European 
Commission Childcare Network, 1996; Farrell, Tayler, Tennent, & Gahan, 2002; 
Greenberg, 1989; Grieshaber, 2000: 2001; Lambert & Clyde, 2000; Landers, 1991; 
Lubeck, 1995; Rodd, 1996; Rodd & Milikan, 1994).  There is contention around roles 
and responsibilities, service provision, policy frameworks and the status of the early 
childhood education and care profession.  These issues are compounded by a number 
of other influential factors such as community awareness of the importance of the 
early years, working conditions, training and qualifications as well as curriculum 
quality.   
Compounding this notion of fragmentation across the policy context, ECEC services 
are perceived to fulfil a multitude of purposes (Edgar, 1992; Lambert, 1992, Moss, 
2003, Vincent, et al., 2002).  One purpose is socialisation of children (Brennan, 1994), 
whilst another is preparation for formal schooling (Stonehouse, 1994).  
Comparatively, when questioning why ECEC services exist, the policy response may 
be simplistic in its duality: that the variety of service types are there for the children, 
or that variety exists to provide flexible hours of care to enable parents to participate 
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in the workforce (Commonwealth Government, 1999, Queensland Government, 
2002).  Therefore, a purpose of ECEC services, from the policy perspective, can be 
seen to serve parents and the economy (Brennan, 1994; Elliott, 2003).  The 
differences in purpose, as outlined, provide an explanation for the development of the 
different service types, and also explain the value that is attributed to each.  This view 
may also demonstrate the disparities that are evident in the ways in which different 
service types are staffed, funded, resourced and supported from a policy perspective.  
During these recent times, where attention is once again focussed on the early 
childhood field, there are tensions arising due to the desire for national uniformity, on 
the one hand, and a desire for localised ownership and responsiveness in order to meet 
the demands of service users, on the other hand.  In 2003, the Australian Department 
of Family and Community Services held the Child Care Workforce Think Tank, as an 
element of the Government’s response to the Commonwealth Child Care Advisory 
Council’s report Child Care: Beyond 2001.  This process included representatives 
from Australian, state and territory and local governments from a variety of 
organisations and groups with an interest in childcare.  The goal of the Think Tank 
was to develop goals and possible strategies, to ensure the stability and future growth 
of a healthy child care system.  While it can be argued that parents and parent choice 
are considered as key stakeholders by government, particularly in response to funding 
of childcare across the board, collaboration in relation to decision-making has largely 
been ignored. 
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Integration of services 
Governments ostensibly recognise the expectations of service users’ needs and there 
is evidence of support for better co-ordination of service for young children and their 
families (Commonwealth Government, 2004, 2003, 1999, FaCS, 2003; Queensland 
Government, 2002).  According to the OECD Country Notes Report on Australia 
(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2001),  “from a 
pedagogical perspective more integration of care and education is necessary” (p.34).  
However, whilst different levels of government remain responsible for different types 
of services for young children and their families, integration remains difficult to 
administer and co-ordinate.  
Despite the different levels of government involvement in ECEC, “a number of 
shared policy themes can be identified including equity, affordability, flexibility, 
innovation, partnership and integration” (Irvine et al., 2001, p.6). The Commonwealth 
government, and particularly the Queensland state government, are advocating for the 
integration of services for families with young children, with policies such as 
Queensland childcare strategic plan (Queensland Government, 2000), and 
Queensland the Smart State, Education and Training Reforms for the Future, 2002 
(Queensland Government, 2002).  These policies advocate that integration will lead to 
improvements in quality of care and education provisions.  
Table 2.1, which is adapted from the work of Irvine (2004), provides a chronology of 
some key ECEC policy initiatives by the Commonwealth Government, and as a 
comparable example of state activity, the Queensland Government from 1990 to 
2004.  Table 2.1 therefore provides a snapshot, illustrating the rates and shapes of 
reform throughout that time. 
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 TABLE 2.1:  Key Commonwealth and Queensland ECEC Policy Documents 
1990 – 2004 
Year Commonwealth (National*) Policy Queensland Policy 
1990 Accreditation Consultative Committee.  
Report on establishment of a national 
childcare accreditation system. 
 
 
1991 Federal Budget 1990 – 1991.  Extension 
of Child Care Assistance to private 
childcare centres. 
New Child Care Legislation.  Draft 
proposals to change the 1973 legislation. 
1992 Functional Review of Child Care.  Joint 
review of government roles and 
responsibilities. 
 
Interim National Accreditation Council.  
Draft accreditation handbooks. 
Child Care Act 1991; Child Care (Child 
Care Centres) Regulation 1991; Child Care 
(Family Day Care) Regulations 1991. 
 
Handbook for licensing of long day care 
centres. 
1994 Quality Improvement and Accreditation 
System (QAIS) Handbook for long day 
care centres. 
 
1995  Shaping the future: Review of Queensland 
school curriculum.  Recommendations 
encompassed preschools. 
1996 
 
National Standards for Centre-based 
Long Day Care. 
 
Council of Australian Governments.  
Discussion paper on a proposed  National 
Framework for Children’s Services in 
Australia. 
Caring for Queensland’s children.  Election 
policy – choices for families and high quality 
preschool and child care for children. 
 
Draft Queensland Preschool Curriculum 
Guidelines. 
1997 
 
 Implementation of the National Standards 
for Centre-based Long Day Care in 
Queensland, including a minor technical 
review of the state child care legislation. 
1998 Commission Final Report Future child 
care provision in Australia 
 
Senate Employment, Education and 
Training Reference Committee.  
Childhood matters: The report on the 
inquiry into early childhood education. 
Implementation of the National Standards 
for Family Day Care in Queensland, 
including a minor technical review of the 
state child care legislation. 
 
1999 Federal Budget 1996 – 1997.  Reforms to 
child care funding. 
New state Child Care Curriculum (TAFE) 
2000 National Child Care Competencies 
 
National Child Care Curriculum 
Trial of the Preschool Curriculum 
Guidelines. 
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National Policy Framework for 
Children’s Services in Australia. (Vetoed 
by Victoria). 
National Standards for Family Day Care 
Co-ordinators.   
Its sort of like being at home – Values & 
elements of quality in Family Day Care. 
 
Review of the QAIS for long day care 
centres. 
 
Community Services & Health Training 
Package (including Children’s Services). 
 
The Child Care Advisory Council.  Child 
Care beyond 2001 – Vision for the 
future. 
 
Draft Quality Assurance System for FDC 
 
  
Implementation of the National Standards 
for Outside School Hours Care in 
Queensland. 
 
Final Preschool Curriculum Guidelines. 
 
The development of the Queensland Child 
Care Strategic Plan.  Information paper. 
 
Queensland Child Care Strategic Plan 2000 
– 2005.  Vision for future childcare in 
Queensland. 
 
Queensland Child Care – A proposed new 
regulatory framework.  Consultation paper. 
 
Child Care and Family Support Hub 
Strategy. Integrated childcare, education and 
family support. 
2001 Revised QIAS for long day care centres 
(updated handbook). 
 
Implementation of FDC Quality 
Assurance 
 
Putting Families First: Policy statement - 
Whole-of-government family policy 
framework. 
 
Child Care Statewide Training Strategy -  
Enhanced access to training for child care 
workers. 
2002 FDCQA Handbook 
New National Child Care Reference 
Group (replaced CCCAC: to focus on 
policy and business aspects of providing 
quality child care and strategic directions 
for child care in Australia). 
 
Draft OSHC Quality Practice Indicators 
 
Review of Childcare Support Broadband 
Funding (review of priorities). 
 
New Community Services Training 
Package (including Children’s Services) 
accredited. 
Queensland Child Care Industry Plan 2002-
2005 : collaborative industry plan to 
strengthen child care ‘industry’ in 
Queensland. 
 
Queensland Child Care Strategic Plan 2000-
2005: Progress report. 
 
Exposure draft new Child Care Legislation – 
Bill introduced to Parliament. 
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Queensland the Smart State: Education and 
Training Reforms for the Future: A Green 
Paper 
 
Queensland the Smart State: Education and 
Training Reforms for the Future: A White 
Paper – includes announcement of the 
preparatory year trail. 
 
Early Years Curriculum project – Prep Year 
curriculum 
 
Child care centres on Education 
Queensland school sites – new policy. 
 
First years prevention projects – targeting 
‘at-risk’ children entering school. 
 
2003 Implementation of OSHC Quality 
Assurance (OSHCQA) 
 
Towards the Development of a National 
Agenda for Early Childhood – 
consultation paper 
 
Towards the Development of a National 
Agenda for Early Childhood – What you 
told us – consultation feedback 
Child Care Act 2002 and Child Care 
Regulation 2003 commenced. 
 
Preparatory Year Trial begins. 
2004 Federal Budget 2004-2005 – increase in 
child care places, including small number 
of new flexible services targeting children 
with additional needs. 
 
Stronger Families and Communities 
Strategy 2004-2008 
• Communities for children 
• Early Childhood - Invest to grow 
• Local Answers 
• Choice and flexibility in 
childcare 
 
The National Agenda for Early 
Childhood – A draft framework 
 
Introduction of the new Childcare 
Support Program – to support high 
quality care, include children with 
additional needs and support viability of 
centres, particularly in rural and remote 
communities. 
 
Preparatory Year Trial expands to include 
more schools. 
 
Evaluation of the Preparatory Year Trial 
 
Ministerial decision to implement the 
preparatory year and raise school entry age 
(to commence 2007). 
 
Department of Education Strategic Plan for 
2004- 2008 (includes universal access to 
preparatory year). 
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FDCQA Quality Practices Guide 
(Revised edition) 
 
Long Day Care Incentive Scheme 
funding for non-profit and for-profit 
providers to establish services in rural and 
remote communities and to cater for 
infant care. 
 
Taking schools to the next level: The 
national education framework for 
schools – consultation.  Focus on meeting 
local community needs and information 
for parents. 
 
 
*Note:  Many of the identified Commonwealth policies are, in fact, national 
initiatives, jointly developed and/or implemented by Commonwealth, State and 
Territory Governments (e.g. the Functional Review of Child Care, the National New 
Growth Strategy, National Standards, COAG working group, the National policy 
framework for children’s services in Australia). 
From Irvine, S. (2004). Parent conceptions of their role in early childhood education 
and care.  Unpublished PhD, Queensland University of Technology, Brisbane. 
As illustrated in Table 2.1, government emphasis during that decade was on the 
importance of parents in ECEC and has resulted in the formulation and circulation of 
a number of national and state policies.  More recently, in Australia, both Federal and 
Queensland governments have continued to focus on families and young children 
(Commonwealth Government, 2003, 2004; Queensland Government, 2002).  The 
Commonwealth government document, A national agenda for early childhood- A 
draft framework, is the latest initiative to provide a national focus on ECEC.  
Importantly though, a thorough investigation of how parents understand ECEC 
services and then choose them has not been evident.  Additionally, the Australian 
Education Union has funded a study by Kath Walker National preschool education 
inquiry report – ‘For all our children’, in order to investigate the provision of 
universal access to high quality preschool education across Australia.  This 
investigation has highlighted the inconsistent, fragmented and uncoordinated manner 
in which preschool education, as a part of the early childhood education and care 
sector, currently exists across the nation.  In particular, this study found that 
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geographic location impacts upon children’s access to preschool education, with 
evidence of significant differences in access to quality and number of preschool 
programs in rural and remote areas of Australia.  The inquiry found that significant 
barriers currently exist across Australia, which prevents universal access to preschool 
education. 
Each of the above-mentioned policies asserts that parents are an important part of the 
ECEC field.  Relevant to this study is the way in which such documents have 
highlighted the integration of ECEC services as a means of specifically addressing the 
needs and expectations of parents.  Such policies, as outlined in Table 2.1 and 
following, have opted for a rather narrow perspective of the concept of integration, 
with a focus upon the physical aspect of service delivery (Brennan, 1999). One 
particular example that differs from this narrow focus, involves the parents who were 
surveyed in the initial stages of the first consultation process for the Education and 
Training Reforms for the Future (Queensland Government, 2002), who consistently 
identified three important aspects to which the Government paid particular attention.  
First, they identified that the ECEC system needs to be reformed in order to cater 
better for children’s needs for school readiness.  Second, they argued that the 
compulsory age for children starting school needed to be examined and adjusted 
accordingly.  Finally, they argued that a priority of early education was that it should 
fit the realities of life and working commitments of parents.  The initiatives developed 
in response to this consultation focus on restructuring the ECEC system to become a 
more integrated one.  
Whilst it is possible that service integration may address these issues raised in the 
above-mentioned consultation process, it is not the only possibility to do so (Dahlberg 
et al, 2002; Fleer, 2000; Grieshaber, 2000; Noble, 2003; Moss & Pence, 1994).  In 
fact, Moss and Petrie (2002) support a different stance, claiming that there is “the 
possibility of rethinking public provisions for children” (p.2) when stakeholders are 
adequately consulted.  Such a reconceptualisation is in place of a physical system of 
integration.  Instead, integration of ECEC would be about examining the links 
between how childhood is understood and, therefore, how the public provision of 
ECEC services might influence that vision of childhood.  An understanding, then, of 
the different meanings that parents of young children, as stakeholders, attribute to 
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ECEC services would need to be inextricably linked to any policy initiative that aims 
to provide better services for children and their families. 
Staff qualifications 
A feature of ECEC has been the disparity in requirements for practitioner 
qualifications.  For example, the employment of well-qualified staff is not mandated 
for long day care services in most states of Australia, whereas it is for preschools and 
kindergartens.   The chasm between care and education services has been fuelled by 
the disparity in qualification requirements under the different policies that regulate the 
ECEC sector.  As Cullen and Williamson (1992) stated:  
The separation of care and education leads to most serious administrative 
problems in that two grades of staff with very different patterns of 
recruitment and training, salary scales, conditions of service and career 
opportunities, are supposed to work together doing jobs that are often 
scarcely distinguishable. (p.5) 
Despite Cullen and Williamson (1992) writing this over ten years ago, this problem 
remains an enduring one (Commonwealth Government, 2003, 2004; FaCS, 2003).  
Care and education institutions have different operating hours, different staff training 
requirements and different working conditions for staff (eg. industrial awards).  Staff 
training, including in-service and on-the-job training, is the major form of education 
for those working with young children in ‘care’ settings.  However, those involved in 
‘educational’ facilities (such as preschools, kindergartens and the early compulsory 
years of schooling) have usually been educated and trained in universities.  Those 
working in the care field, characteristically receive their training at technical and 
further education (TAFE) colleges.  Universities are also able to prepare practitioners 
for work in childcare.  
Recent government policy papers have focused on staff qualifications as problematic 
for ECEC service provision (FaCS, 2003; Queensland Government, 2000; 2002; 
Walker, 2004).  This attention results from the changing social and political 
perception, as previously discussed, whereby reforms towards integrated ECEC 
services, which do not have separable ‘education’ or ‘care’ focuses, will better meet 
the needs and expectations of young children and their parents.  Within such a system, 
 43
the existing dichotomy between ‘care’ and ‘education’ staff qualifications has become 
a concern (Brennan, 1998; FaCS, 2003). 
The diversity of staff qualifications is slowly being addressed within the public 
domain, with universities now offering courses in which students may pursue major 
studies in childcare, for example the Bachelor of Human Services/Child & Family 
Studies (Griffith University, 2005). Whilst the preparation of early childhood 
educators has received much attention in policy initiatives (COAG, 1995; FaCS, 
2003; Queensland Government, 2000, 2002; Walker, 2004), so too has vocational 
training. This is due to the implementation of competency-based training (COAG, 
1995). To date, staff qualifications within the ECEC sector has not been investigated 
from a parental perspective.  This study seeks to gain an understanding as to whether 
the issue of staff qualifications is considered by parents of young children choosing 
ECEC services.  
The broad policy context of ECEC services is framed by Australian and Queensland 
policies and initiatives regarding service provision and development within the ECEC 
sector.  Relevant to this study are the ways in which parents’ views and expectations 
are accounted for.  The discussion of the policy context has been limited to those 
aspects that specifically relate to the promotion of the importance of gaining and 
representing the views and understandings of parents, in relation to ECEC services.   
QUALITY CONTEXT 
The phenomenon of quality has emerged as a key issue in the early childhood field in 
recent times, through avenues of research, measurement, standards and guidelines for 
best practice (Abbott & Rodger, 1994; Brennan, 1994; 1998; FaCS, 2003; Greenman, 
1998; Stonehouse, 1994; Vincent et al., 2002; Walker, 2004).  Quality is not a neutral 
term, but constructed within a particular meaning.  The language of quality is the 
language of early childhood institutions as producers of specified outcomes.  That is, 
ECEC service quality exists when systemic, regulated standards are adhered to. 
ECEC services regulate quality in particular ways.  Indeed, Luke and Luke (2001) 
suggest that quality is a socially constructed conceptualisation.  Therefore, a different 
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way of viewing young children and early childhood institutions leads to a focus 
instead on quality as making meaning.  This subjective approach attempts to make 
sense of what is happening, to understand the ECEC context.  As such, the discourse 
of making meaning provides an opportunity to deepen understandings of pedagogy 
and practice and can be a guide to making judgements about the value of ECEC 
services (Dahlberg, Moss & Pence, 2002; Moss, 2003). These two discourses will be 
further explored in the following section. 
Perspectives on quality 
The issue of quality is embedded in any analysis of early childhood and early 
childhood institutions (Grieshaber, 2000; Moss, 2003; Moss & Petrie, 2002; Vincent 
et al., 2002).  Such analysis requires that early childhood practitioners and 
stakeholders reflect upon their practices and make informed decisions about the aim 
of their service. But, how do parents choosing ECEC services perceive quality?  As 
previously stated, to date, this researcher does not believe that this has been 
addressed. 
As the systems of quality began to gain momentum in the public arena, the ECEC 
sector made attempts to maintain control through the introduction of evaluation 
systems designed to assess services against quality criteria.  The best-known national 
example is the National Childcare Accreditation Guidelines (National Childcare 
Accreditation Council, 2002).  Although the views of parents were sought, such a 
process has seen a shift away from individual and professional judgements, to systems 
that are more quantifiable, objective, transparent and assessable.  These systems are 
akin to those used in the business world, which are primarily concerned with 
consumer quality and tailoring service delivery to consumer satisfaction and 
expectations (Moss, 2003).  When such collective, consumer models are adopted in 
the ECEC sector, the understandings of individual parents may not be heard. 
Research on quality in the field of early childhood has focused on the satisfaction of 
parents who have been assumed to be the consumers of such services (Hewitt & 
Maloney, 2000; Penn, 1995).  The subsequent application of criteria to measure 
quality is usually undertaken by a particular group, whose authority may originate 
from a number of sources, including experts or those in status positions in fields such 
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as politics, management or other bureaucratic positions (Dahlberg, et al, 2002; Moss 
& Petrie, 2002). Such policy initiatives can be seen as regulatory tools (Grieshaber, 
2000). 
However, there is another perspective relevant to the measurement of quality whereby 
there is a growing awareness of the impact of context and the understanding that there 
may be multiple ways of understanding quality (Balaguer, Mestres, & Penn, 1992; 
Dahlberg et al., 2002; Evans, 1994; Farquhar, 1993; Moss et al., 1994; Pence & Moss, 
1994; Williams, 1994; Woodhead, 1996).  These writers have identified the 
importance of the process of defining quality from multiple perspectives. That is, it is 
understood that, within such a perspective there exist multiple ways of understanding 
the ways in which quality can be measured and understood.  
Measurement of quality 
While measures of quality may be of interest to policy makers in the ECEC field, 
there is little evidence of research intent on gauging the interest, or knowledge, of 
quality held by parents of young children.  There has been, however, some work by 
Hewitt and Maloney (2000) and Penn (1997), who found that there is a need to 
develop a seamless approach to measurement structures which promote a common set 
of principles that underpin ECEC services.  To illustrate, such an example would see 
the application of the National Childcare Accreditation Guidelines (Commonwealth 
Government, 2002) across all types of ECEC services.   This discourse of measuring 
quality would still emphasise achievement and evaluation of preordained expert 
criteria or specifications, rather than focusing upon the construction or deconstruction 
of these specifications.      
The National Childcare Accreditation Council’s (2002) focus on quality aims to 
develop standards of good practice for childcare settings.  These developments, driven 
by the search for objective, rational and universal standards defined by experts, can be 
viewed as indisputable knowledge, measured in ways that reduce the complexities of 
early childhood institutions to a stable set of rational criteria.  However, these systems 
are concerned with saying how children and institutions should be, rather than paying 
attention to how they really are (Dahlberg et al., 2002).  As part of this agenda on 
accreditation, early childhood care and education services have increasingly 
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concerned themselves with the issues relating directly to “quality” (Hewitt & 
Maloney, 2002).    
Making meaning 
An alternative discourse to quality may ask:  How can quality be reconceptualized in 
light of diversity, subjectivity, multiple perspectives and contexts?  As Dahlberg et al. 
(2002) state: 
The concept and language of quality cannot accommodate issues such as 
diversity and multiple perspectives, contextual specificity and 
subjectivity.  If we are to do that we must go beyond the concept of 
quality.  A new concept is required, what we term the concept of making 
meaning. (p.6) 
Within the field of early childhood, the discourse of making meaning can manifest 
itself in the construction and deepening understanding of early childhood institutions 
and their purposes and projects.  No matter what view is taken of the concept of 
quality, it continues to influence the thinking and practice of those engaged in ECEC 
provision of service (Dahlberg et al., 2002; Luke & Luke, 2001; Moss, 2003; Vincent 
et al., 2002).  One understanding of quality is that it is objective, something that is 
constant, something that can be proven and something that can be problematic.  
However, an alternative view sees “quality in early childhood services as a 
constructed concept, subjective in nature and based on values, beliefs and interest, 
rather than an objective and universal reality” (Pence & Moss, 1994, p.172).  “Quality 
childcare is, to a large extent, in the eye of the beholder” (Pence & Moss, 1994, 
p.172). Accordingly, Woodhead (1996) challenges the distribution of a single 
framework of quality. Dahlberg et al. (2002) refer to this as the discourse of making 
meaning.  Making meaning is a subjective approach, that values variation in 
understanding complex situations.  First, a level of personal understanding is 
developed.  From these understandings, there is a move towards making judgements 
that involve the application of values to these understandings (Moss, 2003; Moss & 
Petrie, 2002).   
Both making meaning, as a subjective approach, and quality, as an objective 
measurement, attempt to make sense of what is going on and seek to answer the 
questions of what is good work and how good work can be defined in early childhood 
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institutions.  The fundamental differences between the two terminologies, quality and 
making meaning, as previously defined, is in the way that both discourses attempt to 
make sense and enquire into what is good in ECEC, and the methods that are used to 
construct this understanding.  On the one hand, working within this discourse of 
quality, one may seek to understand this phenomenon in terms of value-free, technical 
choices and judgements.  On the other hand, if one is concerned with the discourse of 
making meaning, understandings are contextual, reliant upon individual and shared 
experiences, critical reflection and dialogue.   
In adopting these discourses as a reference point, this study aimed to investigate the 
different ways in which parents choosing ECEC services make meaning of the 
services that they choose to access for their young children.  Investigating the variety 
of different ways in which parents make meaning of ECEC services and the choices 
that they make is of paramount importance.  
PARENTAL CONTEXT 
Parents are predominantly responsible for choosing the early childhood education and 
care services for their young children (Dahlberg et al., 2002; Moss & Petrie, 2002; 
Pence & Moss, 2002; Vincent, et al, 2002).  That is not to say that the child has no 
role in the decision-making, but the parent ultimately is responsible for enrolling their 
young child in the service.  The degree to which the child plays an active role in this 
decision may depend on factors, such as the age of the child and how children’s views 
are valued within the family context.  Family perspectives may directly relate to the 
ways in which the child and childhood are understood within the wider social context 
(Dahlberg et al., 2002; Moss & Petrie, 2002).   
Parent responsibility to make choices is recognised in early childhood environments 
internationally (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2001).  
Parents may have a number of choices among home-based and centre-based options.  
There can be practical considerations, which may include cost, availability, and 
flexibility of hours or location. There may be other fundamental differences relating 
to the measurable elements of quality, including resources and equipment, space 
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availability, staff training levels, adult-child ratios and program or curriculum 
emphasis. 
Within this array of factors, there has been limited research on parent choice of ECEC 
services for their young children.  Indeed, much of the recent focus has investigated 
the participation of parents and the wider community (Anderson & Smith, 1999; 
Brannen, 1994; Carter, 1998; European Commission Childcare Network, 1996; 
Powell, 1998; Pugh, 1985, Vincent, 1993).  To date, the number of studies focusing 
specifically upon selection of services and parent choice remains small (Greenblat & 
Ochiltree, 1993; Rodd & Millikan, 1994; Tayler, 2001; Tayler & Irvine, 2000).  This 
confirms the paucity of research focusing particularly on parent choice and 
conceptions of early childhood services, and it is in this area that this study will seek 
to contribute to the expansion of knowledge. 
Across the ECEC sector, in recent times, parents have been included in the debates 
surrounding policy and practice reforms.  For example, the OECD Report, Starting 
Strong (2001), identified co-operation and engagement with families of children using 
ECEC services as a common goal for ECEC service providers across the range of 
participating OECD countries.    While particular attention has been paid to parent 
choices for their young children, focusing on them as both consumers and participants 
engaging with ECEC services (Carter, 1998; Cryer & Burchinal, 1997; Ghazvini & 
Readdick, 1994; Hofferth, Brayfield, Deich, & Holcomb, 1991; Holloway & 
Reichhart-Erikson, 1989; Kontos, Howe, Shinn, & Galinsky, 1995; Schliecker, White, 
& Jacobs, 1991; Smith & Hubbard, 1988; Sonenstein & Wolf, 1991), a notable 
absence from these ongoing discussions is the direct input of parents in relation to 
how they choose services.  
Parent choice 
It is the individual choice as well as the individual responsibility of parents to choose 
ECEC services.  Choice of ECEC services by parents is produced in response to many 
overarching factors. In many instances, parents are constrained by their choices of 
services for their children.  As will be ascertained in this work, choice is delimited by 
parents’ ability to engage with the organisations that they have to choose from. This 
stance is supported by the work of Phillips and Adams (2001), who state that ECEC 
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service choices are “shaped by constraints and compromise, as much as by 
preference” (p.43).  Parent choice is a complex issue.  Resources, values and available 
options differ between families and demographic locations (Duncan, Edwards, 
Reynolds & Alldred, 2003; Vincent, et al., 2002; Walker, 2004).  Constraints of 
supply are especially salient to parent choice.  Little is known about how parents 
navigate the many ECEC service decisions that confront them and/or about the factors 
that guide or impede them and the consequence they have for the family (Vincent, et 
al., 2002). 
Since the 1960s, many scholars and policymakers have advanced three theoretical 
frameworks to explain actions of choices made by families (Fuller, Holloway, 
Rambaud, & Eggers-Pierola, 1996). These frameworks are referred to as structural, 
rational and cultural. The structural framework emphasises economic and institutional 
influences.  The rational theoretical framework emphasises the family as the key 
social unit and therefore looks at the actions of families as being individualistic.  The 
third framework, culture, interacts with elements of the structural and rational 
theoretical perspectives.  That is, the cultural framework not only takes account of 
individuals and the ways in which they understand their reality, but also looks at how 
those individuals may be bound by different cultural groups at any given time.  It is 
these same three frameworks that continue to dominate discussions in research and 
policy circles.  Indeed, all three theoretical frameworks may operate on decisions of 
ECEC service choice.  This study draws on these understandings to explore the way 
in which the cultural model of choice is useful in describing and categorizing beliefs 
and understandings pertaining to ECEC services by parents.  The mistake made by 
theorists, policymakers and other interested stakeholders in the ECEC field, is to 
assume that a single explanation of family decision-making captures the reality of all 
families.  The cultural model construct offers a useful building block for 
understanding how ECEC services are conceptualised and chosen by parents. 
 
More recently, studies on parent choice have found that childcare decisions were 
embedded in implicit family sentiments (Hertz & Ferguson, 1996; Kamerman & 
Kahn, 1991; Vincent et al., 2002).  Ideology leads us to expect that we are constantly 
exercising free-will and that we are ‘agents’ acting on our preferences.  However, 
decision-making is as much influenced by constraint as by choice” (Kamerman & 
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Kahn, 1991, p.250).  There are many contextual factors that influence and impede 
parents in their choice of ECEC services.  This study explores these family ideologies 
further, particularly in relation to a particular demographic location. 
  
Parents as consumers and/or participants 
Recent policy initiatives, in the Australian context, are underpinned by notions of 
parents as consumers and participants in ECEC (National Childcare Accreditation 
Council, 1993; 2002; Queensland Government, 2000; 2002).  There is an almost 
uncontested notion of parent freedom of choice to select the most appropriate 
service/s for their child (Marginson, 1997; Mellor & Coombe, 1994; Morrison, 1997; 
Rizvi, 1995).  This notion, however, requires further scrutiny.  Providing insight into 
the focus on parents as consumers, Rizvi (1997) states: 
Choice … will produce results that people want; as consumers of goods 
and services, they have a moral right to decide how to spend their money 
… within a free-market system, there is not only greater choice and 
diversity but also a mechanism for popular democratic accountability. 
(Rizvi, 1997, p. 20) 
In this vein, parents may become increasingly selective and individualistic in their 
ECEC service needs and expectations (Vincent et al., 2002; Vining, 1992, 1998).  
Such a notion, whereby the parents’ or consumers’ participation equates to selecting 
the ‘right’ service/s for their child and family, is critiqued by Marginson (1997), who 
sees parents as being offered a ‘weak choice’ (p.186), and that, indeed, many parents 
lack detailed knowledge of available choices.  He contends that “not all localities 
provide choice, not all parents can afford to access their preferred service, and elite 
services tend to pick their own customers” (Marginson, 1997, p. 186).  This is a 
significant point as parents may in fact not be able to choose services, as suggested, 
and the notion of choice may be nonexistent. 
More recently, in the OECD report (2001), it is argued that there is a need to foster a 
more participatory and democratic approach to ‘engaging’ parents in ECEC, 
presenting the following rationale in support of such claims: 
Parent engagement seeks to: a) build on parents’ unique knowledge about 
their children, fostering continuity of learning in the home; b) promote 
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positive attitudes and behaviour towards children’s learning; c) provide 
parents with information and referrals to other services; d) support parent 
and community empowerment. (Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development, p.10) 
Within a more democratic and participative approach, considerable emphasis is 
placed on listening to parents.  In Australia, as in other Western countries, many 
within ECEC argue that those involved in ECEC can learn to understand parents 
better so as to meet child and family needs (Grieshaber, 2000).  One way this can be 
achieved is by providing increased opportunities to engage in meaningful dialogue 
(Hard, 2001).  Pence and Goelman (1987) state that parents’ views were strangely 
silent in the majority of day care studies, and this situation is still evident today 
(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2001).  As such, they 
advocate that a greater amount of attention be placed upon listening to parent views 
and expectations. This perspective gives further impetus to a study of parent 
conceptions.  For although there is a viewpoint in ECEC that parents should be 
involved and engaged in ECEC, particularly from the role of consumers and 
participants, there is little progressive research with the particular focus on parental 
choice of services. 
This study will provide a lens for understanding parent perspectives and how they 
make choices of ECEC services.  It is from the discourse of making meaning that 
service users’ understandings will be examined. 
CHAPTER SUMMARY 
This chapter has highlighted the contexts in which the field of early childhood 
education and care operate.  It has noted that, whilst different strata of government 
have interests in the provision of children’s services, it has been the Commonwealth 
government, which has had the prime responsibility for funding such services.  
Throughout Australia, there has been overlapping service provision and jurisdiction, 
which has led to fragmentation and discontinuity within the field.  Whilst there are 
policy initiatives and frameworks being developed and adopted in an endeavour to 
improve and monitor existing services for young children and their families, little 
attention has been given to the notion of choice by the parents of young children.  
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Researching parent conceptions of what constitutes suitable ECEC services and 
parental choice is both necessary and timely. 
The following three chapters discuss the conceptual approach to the dual method of 
analysis as well as outline the research design used in the study.  The design of this 
study allowed the researcher to identify and characterise the different ways in which 
parents understood and chose ECEC services. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGICAL 
CONSIDERATIONS FOR THE STUDY 
INTRODUCTION 
This brief chapter describes the research design, including the methodological 
approaches used within the study.  The purpose of the research in this study is to 
identify various conceptions that parents possess in relation to ECEC services, as well 
as their understandings of how they choose these services.  Marton (1994a) claims 
that qualitative research is the obvious approach to answering certain kinds of 
questions about the nature of human phenomena because it focuses on meaning and 
understanding.  Since the purpose is to find meaning in human experience, it seems 
reasonable that qualitative approaches be used in the research.   
The main purpose of qualitative research is to describe and develop a special kind of 
understanding of a particular social situation (Burns, 2000; Creswell, 1998; Glesne, 
1999; Goodwin & Goodwin, 1996).  Qualitative researchers are interested in the 
meaning of a phenomenon, how people make sense of their world, what they 
experience and how they interpret these experiences.  The qualitative paradigm is, 
therefore, descriptive.  It is also interpretative, due to the fact that the researcher 
formulates understandings or interpretations from the information gathered, in order 
to establish the multiple realities that exist for the research participants. 
EMPLOYING A MIXED METHOD APPROACH  
The purpose of the study is to uncover the differing understandings that parents have 
of ECEC services and to explore how they perceive their choice of such services for 
their children.  To do so, the researcher employed two qualitative research 
approaches.  Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004) stated “a key feature of mixed 
methods research is its eclecticism, which frequently results in superior research” 
(p.14).  Whilst their work related directly to mixing quantitative and qualitative 
methods in the one study, this is also relevant to a mixed method study contained 
within only one paradigm, in this case, qualitative.  Other researchers who have also 
mixed methods in their qualitative work support this perspective (Boulton-Lewis & 
Wilss, 2004; Danby, 1996; Honan, Knobel, Baker & Davies, 2000). Flick (1998) also 
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attests to this point, when stating that “the use of multiple methods [in a qualitative 
study] attempts to secure an indepth understanding of the phenomenon in question” 
(p.229).  The use of mixed methods in this study allows for understanding the parents’ 
perspectives through different methodological lenses. Such an approach is best 
understood as “a strategy that adds rigor, breadth, complexity, richness and depth to 
[the] inquiry” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p.5). The two different lenses or research 
methodologies of phenomenography and grounded theory are interpretative- 
descriptive.  
Figure 3.1 provides an overview of the mixed method approach.  The 
phenomenographic stage of the study allowed the researcher to identify what parents 
understood ECEC services to be.  The grounded theory stage of the study allowed the 
researcher to describe how parents went about choosing a service for their child.  This 
meant that the researcher was able to maximise the use of the data for analytic 
purposes. 
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FIGURE 3.1: OVERVIEW OF THE MIXED METHOD APPROACH 
 
 
RESEARCH QUESTION 2 
How do parents choose ECEC 
services? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
RESEARCH QUESTION 1 
What are parent conceptions of 
ECEC services? 
 
 
 
 
DATA COLLECTION 
• Semi-structured interviews.  
• Interviews audiotaped and transcribed verbatim. 
• Initial memoing. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
STAGE 1 ANALYSIS 
Phenomenographic Approach 
• Parent conceptions of ECEC 
services. 
• Variation in conceptions 
STAGE 2 ANALYSIS 
Orthodox Grounded theory 
Approach 
• Variation in the patterns of choice 
of ECEC services 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  STAGE 1 FINDINGS 
Outcome Space 
• Variation in conceptions of 
ECEC services 
STAGE 1  FINDINGS 
Grounded Theory 
• Describe parent choice of ECEC 
services within local contexts 
RESEARCH OUTCOMES 
Enhanced understanding of parents in relation to ECEC services, specifically: 
• Parent conceptions of ECEC services. 
• Parent choice of ECEC services within local contexts. 
• Interactions between conceptions and choice of ECEC services within local contexts. 
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METHODOLOGICAL APPROACHES INFORMING THE STUDY 
As stated previously, this study has two stages of analysis.  The first stage of analysis 
focused specifically on the research question: What are parent conceptions of ECEC 
services?  The second stage of analysis looked at the question: How do parents choose 
ECEC services?  The design is phenomenographically driven, in that it is 
conceptualised within a phenomenographic framework.  The initial data analysis, 
which is phenomenographic, focuses on parent conceptions of ECEC services.  This 
approach addresses the first research question, in particular exploring parent 
conceptions of ECEC services.  From the same interview data, a further stage of 
analysis was undertaken, using an orthodox grounded theory-inspired approach, in 
order to explore parent understandings of choice of ECEC service and thus answered 
the second research question.  Therefore, in combination, the phenomenographic 
analysis, along with the grounded theory inspired analysis, strengthens analytic rigor 
and allows rich understandings to be drawn from the data. 
 
The initial phenomenographic analysis focused on conceptions or understandings, 
demonstrating the limited number of qualitatively different ways in which parents 
conceptualised ECEC services.  Such processes, which are outlined in detail in the 
following chapter, provided opportunities for the researcher to investigate how 
parents saw ECEC services.  Furthermore, these understandings of ECEC services 
were described and mapped so as to depict the “dimensions of variation” (Marton & 
Pang, 1999, p.2) in each participant’s understandings. 
 
The orthodox grounded theory-inspired analysis, that was undertaken following the 
phenomenographic analysis, complemented the initial stage of analysis by offering a 
different way of examining the data.  When initially designing the phenomenographic 
study, it became evident that a single approach to analysis would not allow the 
researcher to explore the above-mentioned research questions as fully as desired, in 
particular to fully explore parent understandings, as well as their choice of ECEC 
services.  Therefore a further type of analysis would be necessary.  The use of a 
grounded theory approach to analyse the data provided the researcher the opportunity 
to focus particularly on choice of ECEC services, following the phenomenographic 
analysis that focused primarily on conceptions of ECEC services.  The additional 
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grounded theory approach to data analysis allowed the researcher to explore why 
parents chose ECEC services. The combination of a phenomenographic and grounded 
theory approach to analysing the data, allowed the researcher to gain the rich 
understandings that are presented in the following chapters.  
 
In Chapters four, five, six and seven, each of the two methodological and analytic 
approaches will be dealt with separately.  First, the phenomenographic design and 
methodology are explored in Chapter four, followed by presentation of the results 
from this first stage of analysis in Chapter five.  Second, the orthodox grounded 
theory-inspired analysis is dealt with in the same systematic way in Chapter six, with 
an exploration of theoretical and methodological underpinnings.  This is followed by 
presentation of the results gained through this stage of analysis in Chapter seven. 
SUMMARY 
The review of the literature pertaining to ECEC services in Chapter two recognised 
that there were differences in the views held by service providers and those of the 
service users, in this case, parents.  The combination of phenomenography and 
grounded theory in the analysis of the transcripts is seen as complementary to one 
another.  By engaging these two complementary qualitative methodologies, which 
both endeavour to listen to parents, it is possible to describe the limited number of 
ways in which parents conceptualise ECEC services whilst, at the same time, 
discovering how they chose services for their young children. 
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 CHAPTER FOUR: PHENOMENOGRAPHIC DESIGN 
AND IMPLEMENTATION 
INTRODUCTION 
This chapter reports on the research design of the first stage of analysis.  The 
phenomenographic approach was used to generate and examine parent conceptions of 
ECEC services.  The first part of this chapter describes this phenomenographic 
approach and its key assumptions, whilst the second part shows how this approach 
was used specifically in the design of the study.   
Phenomenography is defined here as a description of the limited number of 
qualitatively different conceptions people may hold of a given phenomenon (Marton, 
1981b; Pramling, 1995; Svensson, 1997).  The processes of phenomenography and 
how these processes facilitate the corresponding analysis are described from a 
theoretical perspective.  Such an examination clarifies the way that this stage of the 
study focuses on one object of the research, that being parent conceptions of ECEC 
services whilst, at the same time, providing a basis for the required data collection and 
phenomenographic analysis to be carried out.  The phenomenographic design allows a 
focus on conceptions and has the potential for the research to describe the 
qualitatively different ways that parents conceive ECEC services for their young 
children.   
The phenomenographic stage of analysis is outlined in terms of how 
phenomenography was specifically implemented in this study. It should be noted that 
each element of this methodological process interacted in a complex and iterative 
manner, thus allowing the researcher to elicit the different conceptions parents held of 
ECEC services.  Throughout this chapter, such complex and iterative processes in 
phenomenography, particularly in relation to this analysis of parent conceptions of 
ECEC services, will be highlighted. 
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PHENOMENOGRAPHY: A RESEARCH APPROACH 
Phenomenography (Marton, 1981a, 1984, 1988b; Saljo, 1979; Svensson, 1985) is a 
methodology that allows the researcher to “describe the major features of different 
ways a group of people relate to a phenomenon” (Bowden & Walsh, 1994, p. 14).   
Phenomenography is “simply an attempt to capture the critical differences in how 
people experience and learn to experience the world” (Marton, 1996, p.187).  
Phenomenographic research is based upon ways in which a particular phenomenon is 
understood and, therefore, is seen to offer an appropriate means of investigating issues 
such as ECEC services.  Phenomenography is about describing experiences with the 
central assumption that there is variation in people’s experiences of the same thing 
(Prosser & Trigwell, 1997).  However, people may not conceive of the phenomenon 
in their own unique way, but rather as “a set of qualitatively different ways of 
understanding can be arrived at which have an internal logic [hierarchy]” (Booth, 
1994, p. 3).  In this way, phenomenography aims to reach a highly specific level of 
description.   
It follows, then, that the results of phenomenographic research may help to make the 
participants of the study aware of different conceptions of the phenomenon being 
investigated, by providing an opportunity to explore their understandings in an in-
depth manner.  Through participation in this study, parents of young children 
accessing ECEC services in the Boyne Island area, in particular, may become more 
“aware of this variation, its structure and relevance as part of the process of helping 
them experience the world in a different way” (Prosser & Trigwell, 1997, p.42) by 
means of the in-depth interview process.   
Phenomenography is a research approach that has developed primarily within the 
field of education (Bowden, 1989; Marton, 1981a; Svensson, 1985), but has since 
been extended to other fields, such as health (Barnard, 2000; Wihlborg, 2002).  
Phenomenography is not to be confused with phenomenology, which is a much older 
research tradition.  As stated by Svensson (1994): 
From a historical point of view, phenomenography was not developed on 
the basis of phenomenological philosophy and, although there are 
fundamental similarities between phenomenography and phenomenology, 
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it is also problematic to totally include phenomenography as a part of the 
phenomenological tradition. (p. 13) 
It has been suggested that the older research tradition of phenomenology can provide 
the needed philosophical background to the newer methodology of phenomenography 
(Dall’Alba & Hasselgren, 1996; Pramling & Lindahl, 1991; Marton, Dall’Alba & 
Beaty, 1993; Svensson & Theman, 1983; Uljens, 1996).  Whilst comparisons can be 
made in relation to methods, phenomenography was not developed along 
phenomenological lines.  In comparing phenomenology and phenomenography, many 
similarities are apparent, such as a focus on people’s words in narrative or descriptive 
ways to represent the situation as experienced by them (Sandberg, 1995).  So too is 
their similar “goal of discovering patterns which emerge after close observation, 
careful documentation and thoughtful analysis of the research topic” (Maykut & 
Morehouse, 1994, p.21).  Phenomenographers, however, do not attempt to make 
statements about reality, or the nature or essence of the phenomenon itself, as is the 
practice in phenomenological research.  Rather, they describe how the participants 
experience that phenomenon. 
First and second order perspectives 
Many qualitative researchers maintain that there are two different, yet 
complementary, perspectives that can be used as points of departure for investigating 
the social world (Burns, 2000; Charmaz, 2000; Chenitz & Swanson, 1986; Dahlgren, 
1993; Marton, 1981a, 1996).  First, there is a first-order perspective, whereby the 
researcher may examine and describe different aspects of reality.  An example of this 
first-order perspective is participant-observation, which requires the researcher to 
participate in the daily activities of the individuals being investigated in order to 
reconstruct that reality (Burns, 2000).  In a second-order perspective, the researcher 
analyses how other people experience phenomena (Marton, 1981a, 1996; Marton & 
Booth, 1997), or as more recently described, “the object of research is variation in 
ways of experiencing a phenomenon” (Marton & Pang, 1999, p.1).  It is the latter that 
is the main aim of phenomenography. In this respect, phenomenologists are usually 
more concerned with a first-order perspective, describing how reality actually is.  In 
contrast, phenomenographers concern themselves with a second-order perspective 
(Hasselgren & Beach, 1997; Marton, 1981a, 1984, 1988a, 1994a, 1996; Pramling, 
1995; Saljo, 1988; Sandberg, 1991, 1995; Svensson, 1994, 1997), whereby the 
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researcher describes how that person perceives reality.  Therefore, fundamentally, a 
difference between the two research approaches is that “phenomenological criteria 
concerns questions directed toward the essences of experiences” (i.e., essence) 
(Hasselgren & Beach, 1997, p.199), whereas, in contrast, phenomenography is 
concerned with “the qualitatively different ways in which a phenomenon is 
experienced, conceptualised or understood” (i.e., variation) (Hasselgren & Beach, 
1997, p.192).  Phenomenographic research aims to investigate and systematise forms 
of thought, in terms of the ways in which the participants interpret or understand the 
phenomenon.   
In phenomenography, researchers try to describe, analyse and understand how people 
think about specific phenomena.  They do not claim to describe how reality actually is 
(i.e., a first order perspective).  Rather, they attempt to describe how reality is 
perceived by that person (i.e., a second order perspective).  This second order 
perspective refers to an orientation towards people’s conceptions.  Marton (1981a) 
distinguished between a first-order perspective, in which we observe and make 
statements about reality, and a second-order perspective, in which we listen and report 
what the participant thinks and what they conceive the reality to be.  According to 
Sandberg (1995):  
Phenomenographic researchers endeavour, first and foremost, to describe 
the variation in participants’ ways of conceiving an aspect of reality.  Not 
only do they seek to find the most efficient conception but also the less 
efficient ones. (Sandberg, 1995, p.48) 
Phenomenography is not concerned with making statements about the phenomenon, 
but about people’s ideas about the phenomenon.  The more faithful researchers can be 
in describing individual’s conceptions of an aspect of reality, the more likely the 
results of the research endeavour will help foster understanding of human action 
(Sandberg, 1995). 
The second order perspective is clearly useful in the context of this study, which 
describes parents’ conceptions of ECEC services.  As demonstrated in Chapter two, 
there are various theoretical perspectives of ECEC services.  Marton (1981b) notes 
that, “a conception of the scientifically correct view is not something given, 
something which is to stand for all time.  As a rule, it is not even agreed upon by 
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everyone during the same period of time” (p.185).  Accordingly, this study reveals 
variations in the conceptions of ECEC services held by parents.  This study, reporting 
parents’ conceptions, utilises the second-order perspective to report parents’ implicit 
conceptions of ECEC services in relation to the rhetoric outlined in the literature 
review.   
Phenomenography as an empirical research tradition 
Phenomenography is an empirical research tradition and, as such, metaphysical 
beliefs and ideas about the nature of reality and that of knowledge are not the first 
priority (Svensson, 1994).  From the phenomenographer’s perspective, people make 
sense of the world in which they live in their own, subjective way, and so 
phenomenographers look at relationships between people and their environment.  
According to Ballantyne, et al. (1994): 
the conception of reality that people acquire as participants is used as a 
filter through which the world is seen and understood.  The interest in this 
filter is what characterises phenomenography as a scientific undertaking. 
(p.27) 
Phenomenography is primarily concerned with identifying and understanding the 
relationship between the person and the phenomena being investigated.   
Phenomenography, according to Svensson (1994), is understood as “describing 
conceptions of the surrounding world” (p.12).  The basis of phenomenographic 
research is the description of a conception.  
Originally, phenomenographic research was developed in order to gain an 
understanding of student learning (Marton, 1981a).  The research aimed to describe 
knowledge in terms of an individual’s understanding and specific meaning of a given 
phenomenon, irrespective of the status that meaning held in relation to demands for 
objectivity and intersubjectivity.  That is, this viewpoint saw a shift away from an 
objective and intersubjective means of describing knowledge towards a subjective and 
relative point-of-view.  The significance was that knowledge then became a 
fundamental question of meaning and cultural context.  This subjective viewpoint of 
knowledge was developed some twenty years ago, in contrast to the objective, 
positivist approaches that had been adopted in educational research to that point. 
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(Marton, 1981a).  Rather than seeking quantitative, variable-based descriptions, as in 
other traditional methods, qualitative descriptions, or ways of describing the 
phenomenon, became the main focus, and, in fact, were the results of such research. 
Thus, phenomenography is a process that is concerned with identifying people’s ideas 
about a phenomenon, rather than proving that the actual phenomenon exists. Through 
this approach the researcher begins to formulate an understanding of the specific ways 
in which these understandings form similarities and differences amongst people.  It is 
understood that, although each of us experiences the world in our own way, there may 
be similarities between each of us, with reference to the ideas and understandings that 
we reach.  Indeed, this is the crux of the process for the researcher, to endeavour to 
uncover the extent of the different understandings of the phenomena.  
Phenomenography operates from the assumption that people differ in the ways in 
which they conceive a complete phenomenon, and that these differences exist in terms 
of qualities rather than quantities.  Marton (1994a) suggests that phenomenography’s 
main claim is that it aims to capture the way in which people are capable, or not, of 
experiencing and acting in particular ways, which might be more efficient or informed 
in relation to given criteria, than in other ways. 
Phenomenography attempts to identify and describe, as faithfully as possible, the 
individual’s conceptions of some aspect of reality (Sandberg, 1995).  In this way, it 
attempts to bring all conceptions to light and tries to describe them.  The 
phenomenographer seeks to understand, systematise and order these conceptions in 
relation to each other, thus arriving at a view of the whole picture of the phenomenon, 
by describing the range of variation among its subjects (Svensson, 1994). 
The phenomenon of ECEC service can be understood by parents in a number of ways 
and is a key assumption in this thesis.  The aim of the research reported in this stage 
of the analysis was to identify and describe parent conceptions of ECEC services.  
The underlying value of phenomenography as a research approach lies in its ability to 
make transparent these different conceptions. 
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There are many advantages of using a phenomenographic approach, which are of 
particular significance to this particular study.  Bruce (1997) maintains that 
phenomenography is able to: 
• provide direct descriptions of a phenomenon;  
• describe conceptions in a holistic and integrated way; 
• capture a range of conceptions, due to its focus on variation in people’s 
experiences; 
• produce descriptions of conceptions which are useful in teaching and 
learning; and  
• focus on groups of people, rather than on individuals (p.5). 
From this description, phenomenography lends itself well to the study of the range of 
conceptions of ECEC services held by parents. Of utmost importance is the fact that, 
through this process, there is a capacity for some level of generalisation, in that the 
researcher is able to represent the ways in which a particular group of people 
understand the phenomenon.   
KEY ASSUMPTIONS OF PHENOMENOGRAPHY 
In order to understand the distinctiveness of phenomenography, it is necessary to 
explore the key assumptions of phenomenography.  This research may then serve as a 
platform from which teachers and other stakeholders in the early childhood field may 
critically reflect on service provision and policy.  In this section, the epistemological 
and ontological assumptions of phenomenography are explored, followed by an 
examination of the way in which phenomena and conceptions are dealt with in a 
phenomenographic study of this nature. 
The value of a study of this kind is emphasised by Marton (1981a): 
We consider that to find out the different ways in which people 
experience, interpret, understand, apprehend, perceive or conceptualise 
various aspects of reality is sufficiently interesting in itself, not least 
because of the pedagogical potentiality and necessity of the field of 
knowledge to be formed. (p.178) 
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In more recent times, Marton (Marton & Pang, 1999) has moved away from using the 
terms concept and conception, in favour of the term variation, which “refers to the 
study of variation between different ways of experiencing the same phenomena” 
(p.1). 
Theoretical assumptions adopted in this study align with Svensson’s (1997) 
theoretical foundations of phenomenography, that: 
• knowledge has a relational and holistic nature; 
• conceptions are the central form of knowledge; 
• scientific knowledge about conceptions is … uncertain; 
• descriptions are fundamental to scientific knowledge and about conceptions; 
• scientific knowledge about conceptions is based on exploration of 
delimitations and holistic meanings of objects as conceptualised; and 
• scientific knowledge about conceptions is based on differentiation, abstraction, 
reduction and comparison of meaning. (p.171) 
Epistemological and ontological assumptions of the phenomenographic study 
In phenomenography, there is a close relationship between epistemology (i.e., how we 
know what we know) and ontology (i.e., the nature of the phenomenon we are seeking 
to understand).  The two are treated as indistinguishable within phenomenography, 
because phenomenographic research is concerned with knowledge itself (Svensson, 
1997).  As such, knowledge itself may be expressed and described as conceptions that 
reflect the meanings and understandings of particular phenomena (Marton, 1981a; 
Svensson, 1997). 
The compatibility of phenomenographic epistemological and ontological assumptions 
with the purpose of this study into parent understandings of ECEC services is argued 
here. Francis (1996) suggests that the choice of phenomenography as a research 
orientation should be underpinned by a particular combination of aim and method.  
Dall’Alba (1996) expands upon this and argues for the phenomenographer to extend, 
and make more precise, aspects typically dealt with in the design, execution and 
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reporting of phenomenographic studies.  It is her belief that the challenge for those 
undertaking a phenomenographic study is to clarify and justify the ontological, 
epistemological and methodological assumptions underlying phenomenography and 
to examine how these influence the design of the study, the collection and analysis of 
the data, as well as the reporting of findings.   
The fundamental epistemological assumption of the current study is that knowledge is 
constructed through interactions in a social and cultural context.  Therefore, 
knowledge is seen to be context dependent (Blumer, 1969; Pramling, 1995).  Quite 
clearly, this position is subjectivist, relativistic and interactionist.  The foundation of 
phenomenography, according to Svensson (1997), is the provision of conceptions that 
“describe knowledge in terms of the individual’s understanding of something in terms 
of the meaning that something has to the individual” (p.163).  From this point, it can 
be seen that knowledge is a product of participant interaction within the social and 
cultural context (Blumer, 1969; Schwandt, 1998).  Gerber (1994) refers to this 
interaction as the participants’ “personal experiences… reported from their personal 
perspectives” (p.27). 
In phenomenography, just as it is in other interpretive approaches, knowledge is 
dependent upon experience to which thought is directed; that is, the social context.  
Thus, conceptions and knowledge are relational and are created through interaction 
with the external world (Svensson, 1997).  
Phenomena and conceptions 
Throughout the brief history of phenomenography, there has been a range of opinion 
relating to understanding the definitions and meanings attributed to the terms 
phenomena and conception, which are central concerns of such work.  For the 
purposes of this study of parent conceptions of ECEC services, the understanding is 
that phenomenography is about individual-meaning construction, which results in a 
conception, or an understanding.  The phenomenographer aims to map the 
qualitatively different conceptions of a phenomenon present in a particular group of 
people.  A further aim of phenomenography is to describe and map the interpretations 
of participants.  This mapping between the phenomena and the participants is know as 
intentionality and will be dealt with in the final part of this section. 
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In the earlier history of phenomenographic research, the kind of object to be described 
was termed a conception (e.g., learning) (Marton, 1981a).  In order to delimit, or 
define a phenomenon, it was essential that one decided what was, and what was not a 
conception.   
The precise nature of a conception has been defined and redefined by theorists over a 
number of years (Bowden, 2000; Bruce, 1997; Dall’Alba, 1996; Ekeblad & Bond, 
1994).  Svensson (1997) describes a concept as an abstract, linguistic unit related to 
understanding parts of the world.  On the one hand, conception can refer to the 
experienced meaning of a phenomenon, or “the dynamic human engagement with the 
phenomena in the world” (Ekeblad & Bond, 1994, p.150).  Described in this way, the 
primary purpose of phenomenography is to investigate and describe people’s 
conceptions of things in the world around them (Dahlin, 1994).  Marton (1996) 
preferred the generic term “way of experiencing” to “conception” because 
“conceptions are often understood as things that go on or are in one’s head, things that 
are hidden or inferred” (p. 173).  On the other hand, experience points to being in the 
world.  Marton and Pang (1999), depict a conception in terms of critical aspects of the 
particular phenomenon, or the “dimensions of variation” (p.2).  
Variation is central to phenomenographic research (Marton, 1996).  For each 
phenomenon, principle or aspect of reality, there seems to exist a limited number of 
qualitatively different conceptions of that phenomenon, principle, or aspect of reality 
(Dahlgren, 1993).  Marton and Booth (1997) maintain that describing the variation 
between conceptions is the most powerful instrument in analysing phenomenographic 
data.  They propose that: 
Once we have data collected about people’s ways of experiencing a 
certain phenomenon, that which varies can be discerned.  Variation is the 
object of research, at the same time it is the main vehicle of research. 
(Marton & Booth, 1997, p.4)  
As mentioned previously, Marton’s more recent work with fellow 
phenomenographers (Marton & Booth, 1997; Marton & Pang, 1999) has moved 
towards using the term variation, rather than conception, although he states that the 
two terms are synonymous.  Marton (1996) accepts that the more appropriate term 
should be used in each context.  However, his distinction between the terms highlights 
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the need to locate this “fundamental unit of description” in the world experienced.  In 
this study, the term conception is utilised.  
This phenomenographic study examined the ‘world as experienced’ by parents and, 
using qualitative techniques, attempts to “see the world through the eyes of people in 
the world” (Burns, 2000, p.71).  It does not try to describe things as they are, but aims 
to characterise how they appear to people and attempts to learn about people’s 
experience of a phenomenon (Marton, 1988b).  Simply, phenomenography is a means 
by which the relationship between people and situations is interpreted. This is 
motivated specifically by the aim of describing conceptions, and is arrived at by 
explorative forms of data collection and the interpretative, intuitive character of data 
analysis (Svensson, 1994; 1995). Bowden and Walsh (1994) contend that the central 
concern of phenomenographers is not only with the phenomenon being investigated, 
nor only with the people who are experiencing the phenomenon.  Rather, 
phenomenographers focus on the relation between the two and the ways in which 
people experience or think about the phenomenon.  Ekeblad and Bond (1994) warn 
that it is too easy to write about and think about the conceptions studied by 
phenomenographers, as something in the mind of people, rather than as the 
relationship between people and aspects of their situation.  The subject and object in 
phenomenography are not separate.  It is the subject’s experience of the object that 
creates the relation between the two.  Such research rests upon the assumption that 
“each relationship between person and phenomenon can be seen against the 
background of the other relationships between persons and the same phenomenon” 
(Marton, 1994, p.7). 
Intentionality 
 
The relation between the phenomenon and the people experiencing that phenomenon 
is known as “intentionality” (Dall’Alba, 2000, p.95), and is a shared interest between 
phenomenography and phenomenology.  This relationship, or intentionality, is taken 
to mean that human consciousness is always directed at something other than itself 
(Uljens, 1996).  In other words, when the subjects are aware, they are always aware of 
something (i.e., what) in some way (i.e., how).  In phenomenography, the ‘what’ and 
‘how’ aspects of ‘intentionality’, the phenomenographic notions of ‘structure’ and 
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‘reference’, have been compared to the phenomenological notions of ‘noema’ and 
‘neosis’ (Uljens, 1996).  The “noema” is the objective statement of behaviour or 
experience, whilst the “neosis” is the subjective reflection of the objective statement.  
In phenomenology, as in phenomenography, no experience can be approached 
without the presence of both a noetic and noematic focus (Spinelli, 1989).   
To further explain, phenomenography is a descriptive approach, meaning that every 
experience is described in a content-loaded terminology (Uljens, 1996).  In this way, 
every different experience is to be treated on its own terms, with each experience 
treated in the same manner. Marton (1996) believes that different ways of 
experiencing a phenomenon reflect different combinations of aspects that people are 
aware of at a particular point in time.  Marton and Booth (1997) elaborate further on 
this view, maintaining that a shift to consider another aspect brings with it a shift in 
theme and thematic field within the total field of awareness.  This fundamental 
structure of awareness allows people to experience ‘something as something’.  People 
can discern (separate) aspects and can be focally aware of a few aspects 
simultaneously (they can relate aspects).  These components, discernment and 
simultaneous awareness, make up what is termed the structural aspect of conception. 
The structural aspect presupposes the referential aspect, or the meaning of the 
phenomenon.  Together, the structural and referential aspects capture the critical 
features of the experiencer-experienced relation. 
PROCESSES OF PHENOMENOGRAPHY 
Phenomenography involves a number of different processes.  It is crucial that 
established processes for implementing phenomenographic analysis are utilised 
effectively.  The processes that have been employed in this study are highlighted in 
Table 4.1: 
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TABLE 4.1: STEPS IN PHENOMENOGRAPHY   
 
conversation       transcription     compilation      analysis      conceptions 
 
 
From “Phenomenography – A good-for-nothing brother of phenomenology?” by B. 
Hasselgren & D. Beach (1997) Higher Education Research and Development, 16(2), 
200. 
The steps, outlined in Table 4.1, were strictly adhered to in the collection and analysis 
of data.   
Once the goals of the study had been established, in this case, to understand the 
different ways in which parents conceive of ECEC services, it was necessary to 
collect the relevant data.  While there are several methods of data collection used in 
phenomenography, the most commonly used format is a series of semi-structured 
interviews, where open-ended questions are used to elicit understandings and explore 
the responses gained from the interviewee.  The interviewer must show extreme care 
to avoid leading the interviewee from responding in a particular way (Marton & 
Booth, 1997).  That is, the interviewer must not allow personal biases to impinge 
upon the natural flow of ideas from the interviewee.  The phenomenographic 
interview is a specialised form of interview in which the researcher attempts to see 
how the phenomenon appears to the interviewee, and is not an attempt to enter into 
the mind of the interviewee (Bowden, 2000). 
This phenomenographic study included planning, data collection, analysis and 
interpretation, as outlined in (Table 4.2) adapted from Bowden and Walsh (1994).  
However, a notable omission from Bowden and Walsh’s (1994) version is that of the 
outcomes of the study, which is included here.  Each aspect of the phenomenographic 
research process will be addressed in the following section. 
These broad categories, as highlighted through capitalisation in Table 3.2, are used to 
frame the planning of the study, which is covered in detail in the next section. 
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TABLE 4.2: Phenomenographic research processes 
 Note. From “Phenomenographic Research: Variations in Method,” by J. Bowden and 
E. Walsh, 1994, Paper presented at the Warburton Symposium, Melbourne. 
PLAN  
Purpose  
The purpose of the study underpins its design, data collection, analysis and 
recommendations.  In the phenomenographic stage of analysis, the main purpose was 
to identify the variations in conception of ECEC services, from the parents’ 
viewpoints. The dilemma for phenomenographers, therefore, is to keep the focus of 
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the research upon one phenomenon and, at the same time, keep the data gathering 
process as authentic as possible.  
Strategies 
Preliminary investigation 
To address the issue of keeping the data gathering process as authentic as possible, 
whilst at the same time, maintaining a focus on the particular phenomenon under 
exploration, a preliminary investigation or interview, may be undertaken.  This data is 
not used in the analysis of the pool of data, but merely serves to ensure that the data 
gathering is authentic and focused.  
Ethics 
Important aspects of the initial planning related to ethics and confidentiality.  This 
study received ethical approval from University Human Research Ethics Committee, 
Queensland University of Technology (see Appendix 1).  A number of ethical 
concerns were considered.  A key consideration was whether or not to name the 
region in which this study took place.  It was decided to identify Boyne Island 
because of the researcher’s position.  However, careful attention was given to all 
reported data to preserve anonymity of participants. Ethical protocols for conducting 
the study were clearly established, such as providing participants with the opportunity 
to withdraw from the study at any time, as well as ensuring that all information gained 
was treated in a confidential manner with transcripts being kept securely.  
Furthermore, during the transcription stage, all names given in the interviews were 
changed to protect the identity of participants and their family members. 
DATA COLLECTION 
Selection of participants 
An appropriate sample size used in phenomenographic research is open to debate. 
According to Dahlgren (1993), for example, ten to twelve participants may be 
sufficient to elicit the limited number of qualitatively different conceptions of a 
phenomenon.  However, Bowden (2000) and Sandberg (1994) allude to a figure of 
twenty as being an effective sample size.  The sampling rationale most suited to 
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phenomenography is contextual.  Accordingly, the researcher circumscribed the group 
of people which best represented those under investigation (i.e., all parents whose 
children attended each of the ECEC services in Boyne Island), so that as great an 
internal variation as possible was captured in the sample.  Such an approach increased 
the probability of finding the full range of conceptions that existed in this given 
population.  As the number of volunteers for this particular study was relatively small, 
all twenty-three volunteers participated in the study. While both mothers and fathers 
were invited to join the study, only mothers agreed to participate. 
Relation to purpose 
Data collection in this study was shaped by the need to uncover not only the parents’ 
understandings of the phenomenon and choice of ECEC services, but also the 
variation in understanding.  During the data collection phase, the researcher needed to 
facilitate the uncovering of the parents’ experiences of ECEC services so that their 
understandings of the phenomenon could be described.  In order to see how parents 
construe ECEC services, the researcher needed to encourage the parents to reflect on 
their experiences, explore any analogies used, pursue any issues or areas of confusion 
and ask for elaboration where necessary, so that the meanings of the parents’ 
descriptions were clear to the researcher and shared with the parents (Bruce, 1994).  
The researcher needed to focus on the experience of the parents rather than on her 
own experience, suspending, as much as possible, any judgements about the values or 
merits of the parents’ responses. 
Bracketing 
When conducting phenomenographic research, attention must be given to the 
relationship between researcher and participant.  The researcher is aware that prior 
knowledge of the phenomenon under investigation could influence the direction of the 
interview.  Therefore, the researcher attempted to “bracket” this knowledge and to 
treat all participant responses on an equal basis (Marton & Booth, 1997), “to assume 
as little as possible, to adopt a second-order perspective, and to describe the world as 
experienced by the individual” (Richardson, 1999, p.57). This process is similar to 
that of epoché, used in phenomenological research. Briefly, the epoché is a form of 
suspension of judgement (Hasselgren & Beach, 1997). Simplified, any prior 
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assumptions about the nature of the phenomenon being studied must be set aside, in 
order to reveal engaged, lived experiences of the participants.   
The researcher must be vigilant not to adopt a position on the “correctness” of the 
claims made by the participants.  No expressed viewpoint is judged more valuable 
than another (Bruce, 1994, 1996; Francis, 1996; Marton, 1992).  Instead of judging 
participant responses according to the researcher’s understanding of the phenomenon, 
preconceived ideas must be bracketed.  Pre-empting responses by the use of carefully 
designed probing questions would be a direct contradiction to the tenants of 
phenomenography.  There is, of course, a fine line between leading a participant and 
keeping the interview focussed on the phenomenon. The researcher must ensure that 
the focus takes precedence over the leading.  Attention must remain focussed on the 
similarities and differences in the ways in which the phenomenon appears to the 
participants.  For example, in one specific interview, where the view of parenting 
expressed by a participant differed significantly to the view held by the researcher, it 
was necessary for the researcher to continually re-iterate to herself that it was the 
conception of ECEC services that was of importance in the interview and that all 
understandings were valid and needed to be valued equally. 
Phenomenographic interview 
The method of data collection used in this study was that of the phenomenographic 
interview.  The phenomenographical interview is a specific type of in-depth 
interview, where the researcher is required to undertake a process of ‘epoche’, similar 
to that used in a phenomenological inquiry.  ‘Epoche’ is the process of identifying 
personal biases and removing personal involvement in the phenomena (Bruce, 1997; 
Dall’Alba, 1996; Ekeblad & Bond, 1994).  This process is considered crucial in the 
elimination of personal preconceptions in the research (Marshall & Rossman, 1995).  
The significance and purpose of this process are to gather data in a manner that allows 
the researcher/interviewer to put aside personal views regarding the phenomenon.  As 
a consequence, phenomenographic research data are generated using methods that 
allow openness and variation in responses and do not limit response alternatives. 
The interview allows for description and emphasis on certain important aspects. As 
noted by Kvale (1983), the interview can be regarded as a conversation since 
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“ordinary people are able to describe their life-world, their opinions and acts, in their 
own words … the interview makes it possible for the subjects to organise their own 
descriptions, emphasising what they themselves find important” (p.173).  Moreover, 
Bruce (1996) identifies several distinctive features that set phenomenographic 
interviews apart from other qualitative research interviews.  Phenomenographic 
interviews: 
• Seek variation in people’s experience or understanding of the phenomenon, 
• Focus on the relation between the person being interviewed and the theme of 
the interview (in this study, ECEC services), 
• Focus not on the person, nor the theme, but rather, on how the theme appears 
to, or is experienced by, the person being interviewed (pp.5-21). 
Phenomenographic interviews do not have too many questions, since most questions 
follow or develop from what the interviewee says.  The core questions, or entry 
questions, are aimed directly at the general phenomenon. Interview questions are 
semi-structured and open-ended, to provide the participant parents “room … to 
choose a perspective” (Pramling, 1995, p.137) on ECEC services.  The entry 
questions used for interviews are followed by other questions that allow the 
participants to develop their thoughts.  The role of the interviewer is one of 
“oscillating between being active and passive in a dialogue” (Pramling, 1995, p.138).   
ANALYSIS  
In a phenomenographic study, analysing the data has a similar purpose to data 
collection, in that it is uncovering the participants’ understandings of an aspect of 
their world. This section outlines the processes used for analysing the data gathered 
through the interviews with parents, in relation to the research question: What are the 
parent conceptions of ECEC services?    
The first step in the conceptual analysis is to read and re-read the transcripts (Bowden, 
2000; Marton & Booth, 1997).  This is done in order to immerse oneself in the data 
and to identify patterns, themes and ideas that described the phenomena.  This initial 
‘scan’ of the data is important, as it gives the researcher a ‘feel’ for the text as a 
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totality, due to the fact that the phenomenographic analysis of all transcripts is 
considered as a ‘pool’.  It is also at this stage that preliminary categories of 
description are identified (Bowden & Walsh, 1994).  
The next stage involves isolating segments of data relevant to the research inquiry. 
These are then coded on the basis of similarity and difference, and attached to the 
relevant category of description.  Some segments or utterances are pertinent to more 
than one category.  In this case, duplication is necessary.  It is also necessary, at times, 
to shift particular utterances, once greater clarity emerges, in light of the criteria for 
each category of description. With these initial categories in mind, the researcher 
reexamines the interview transcripts to determine if the categories are sufficiently 
descriptive and indicative of the data.   
During this combination of processes of sorting and analysing, the researcher is 
looking for characteristics that clarify conceptions of the phenomenon.  This refining 
process is iterative.  Tesch (1990) maintains that this process does not “merely consist 
of a random division into smaller units”, it involves “skilled perception and artful 
transformation by the researcher” (p.1).  She identified several elements that describe 
a successful qualitative data reduction process.  These elements provide an overview 
of the processes involved in this study: 
• The researcher captures what is most important, most prevalent, most essential 
in the thousands of words dealing with the object of the investigation; 
• The data become distilled to its essence, rather than simply being diminished 
in volume; 
• The process is methodical, systematic and goal-orientated; and 
• The research outcomes lead to a result that others can accept as representing 
the data (Tesch, 1990, p.1). 
A weakness of many phenomenographic studies, according to Hasselgren (1996), is 
the failure by researchers to thoroughly illuminate how they derive the found 
conceptions.  He argues that, in most instances, phenomenographers:  
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quite simply establish that they transcribe their interviews, read and re-
read these thoroughly and then state that in this process categories of 
description, and so also the conceptions, simply “emerge”. (p.71) 
Hasselgren (1996) argues that the researcher needs to account, in detail, for the 
process of gathering and analysing the data, state any considerations behind the 
interview questions, and reflect upon the ascribed meaning of the transcribed text.  
This practice is further supported by Francis (1996), who argues that, by making the 
procedural and decision criteria explicit, greater opportunities are given to the readers 
of the research to be able to judge on what grounds and, in what sense, they can 
accept the final categorisation, as satisfactory.  These processes will be given greater 
attention in the following sections of this chapter. 
INTERPRETATION 
Developing categories of description 
In phenomenography, it is the categories of description and outcome spaces that make 
up the main results of the research and “serve as tools to capture and communicate the 
features of conceptions or the phenomenon that they represent” (Bruce, 1996, p.7).  
Marton (1996) describes conceptions and categories of description as a dyad, although 
he acknowledges that the distinction that serves to split the two is a cause for concern 
to some phenomenographers. As such, he states: 
the distinction that has arisen is the distinction between “conception” and 
“category of description”.  The split has earlier been handled by reference 
to Lewis Carroll’s metaphor “the grin of the Cheshire cat”; if 
“conception” is the cat, the “category of description” is the grin left when 
the cat is separated from the grinning. (Marton, 1996, p.173)  
A distinction is made between the act of experiencing or conceptualising a 
phenomenon and representing the structure and meaning of that act. As such, 
categories of description refer to the latter.  Categories of description become the 
researcher’s attempt to capture, as faithfully as is possible, the way that people 
experience a certain phenomenon.  From this, it follows that the categories of 
description are not conceptions.  Rather, they are the researcher’s interpretation of the 
way in which other people experience the phenomenon.  As explained by Bowden and 
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Walsh (1994), “it is not possible for the researcher to ‘be’ that person; the researcher 
interprets the communication with the person” (p.15). 
In the current study, categories of description are the representations of parents’ 
conceptions of ECEC services.  These categories of description are presented with 
each category labelled and then elaborated upon, with a description of the conception 
followed by illustrative quotes from the transcripts. 
In phenomenography, different levels of understanding refer to the qualitative 
dissimilarities within conceptions, which are inherent in the aspects of an experience 
(Marton & Booth, 1997, pp.86-88).  An experience is then specified by the analytical 
distinctions of a structural and a referential aspect.  The structural aspect denotes how 
a particular phenomenon is both discerned from its environment and how the parts of 
the phenomenon relate to each other as well as to the whole phenomenon.  The 
external horizon is that which surrounds the phenomenon experienced.  The parts of 
their relationships, together with the contours of the phenomenon, are its internal 
horizons.  The referential aspect signifies the meaning of the conception (Figure 4.1). 
FIGURE 4.1.  The analytical distinctions of an experience.  From Marton and Booth 
(1997). 
 79
The insight presented within the conceptual analysis of the data acts as a framework 
upon which one can judge the authenticity of the results reported in the following 
chapter. 
Outcome space 
The quality of the categories of description is essential for the researcher to accurately 
depict the phenomenon under investigation.  Indeed, the categories of description 
form the research results in phenomenography.  These categories of description are 
presented diagrammatically, as an outcome space, in order to represent the 
relationship amongst each of them.  An understanding of the structural framework of 
the categories is seen as a goal of phenomenography (Marton, 1986). 
Developing a visual representation of the phenomenon requires an understanding of 
what that representation actually means.  Whilst a phenomenographic outcome space 
is representative of the phenomenon being investigated, it is also framed in, and is 
therefore a reflection of, the social context in which the research takes place (Ekeblad 
& Bond, 1994; Hasselgren, 1996).  There is no prescriptive way in which to depict the 
outcome space, however, included as an example, in Table 4.3, is one way in which a 
phenomenon can be diagrammatically represented.   
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TABLE 4.3: THE OUTCOME SPACE OF LEARNING 
Note. From “Learning and awareness,” by F. Marton & S. Booth, 1997, Lawrence 
Erlbaum, Mahwah, NJ. 
When developing the outcome space, it is important to note that the conceptions 
described do not represent a staged process through which all participants pass, but 
rather, are a snapshot of the experience of the participants at that particular time.  
Another important point to note is that the aim is not to categorise any individual 
participant as having a particular conception.  The aim is to illuminate, or distill, the 
full range of conceptions held by the group of participants. 
Before continuing further, it is timely to provide an explanation of the way in which 
the results of the analysis of the data collected in the semi-structured interviews in a 
phenomenographic analysis is presented.  In a phenomenographic study, the analysis 
is firstly presented in categories of description.  Enwistle (1997) believed that 
researchers undertaking this form of study in order to enhance the credibility of the 
findings should give consideration to presentation of the findings.   Enwistle (1997) 
made the following points: 
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The categories of description, which are the outcomes of 
phenomenographic analysis, need to be presented with sufficient extracts 
to delimit the meaning of the categories fully, and also to show, where 
appropriate, the contextual relationships, which exist.  The summary 
description of a category serves an important purpose in drawing attention 
to salient features, which distinguish it from other categories, but the 
description isolated from the interview extracts cannot be fully understood 
by the reader.  The meaning resides in the essence of the comments from 
which the category has been constituted. (p.132)  
Implicit to the view expressed by Enwistle (1997) is that a balance must be struck 
between two important considerations.  The first, for the sake of consistency, is the 
need for the researcher to remain true to the traditions of the phenomenographic 
methodology.  That is, the well-established practice of phenomenographers, in 
presenting the results of research, is to include brief extracts of interviews throughout 
the main body of the research report.  These extracts are reproduced verbatim, and are 
used to illustrate the variation amongst the identified conceptions.  
The second consideration, as identified by Enwistle (1997), is that the researcher must 
consider the reader of the research, when presenting the results of the research.  In 
order to maintain the integrity of the data, it is necessary to reproduce the extracts 
verbatim, however, the reader may find that the inclusion of lengthy quotations or too 
many excerpts from the transcripts, is a distraction, making the findings difficult to 
read.  In this case, the extracts can be seen to act as a barrier to the fluidity of the 
writing.  Another possible explanation could be related to the differences between the 
two genres, or particularly, the relationship between the participants in the 
communication process, that is, the relationship between the writer and the reader 
(Derewianka, 1991).  In contrast to this view however, it is undeniable that the 
inclusion of the words of the researched, if used with care, actually enhance the 
readability of the text.  The inclusion of verbatim extracts adds an element of vitality 
to the passive voice of the actual thesis.  Taking into consideration the 
aforementioned, it was the intention of this writer to ensure that a balance was struck, 
whereby the text of the thesis and the inclusion of interview excerpts were 
complementary to one another. 
 82
Another concern, centred in the reporting of the research findings in 
phenomenographic research, is the inclusion of excerpts from the transcripts that are 
unaccompanied by comment from the researcher (Enwistle, 1997).  That is, the words 
from the transcripts are simply reproduced and then left to speak for themselves. 
Svensson and Theman (1983), contend that “very descriptive presentations of results 
often reveal a lack of analysis” (p.35).  From this, it can be interpreted that 
phenomenographic description is more than narrative and as such, should have a 
critical edge to the commentary, in order to delimit the categories of description from 
one another.  “Aiming at descriptions in the form of categories of description serves 
as a request to take the analysis one step further and to make explicit the main 
character of the conceptions (Svensson & Theman, 1983, p.35). 
VALIDITY AND RELIABILITY  
The terms validity and reliability are terms that are usually associated with 
quantitative research and are not usually used in qualitative research, although 
Sandberg (1991; 1995) does refer to them in relation to phenomenography.  The more 
favoured terms in relation to qualitative research endeavours are trustworthiness, 
soundness and consistency. However, this study follows Sandberg’s (1991; 1995) 
example, drawing on the terms validity and reliability.  
In any research endeavour, the question of reliability is an important one.  However, 
researchers justify their conclusions in different ways, depending upon the research 
approach adopted.  The question that is most commonly associated with the reliability 
of the outcomes of mainstream social science is whether another researcher, 
examining the same data, would arrive at the same results.  Sandberg (1995) suggests 
that, with regard to phenomenography, this means that the reliability of the study 
would be dependent upon how at least two other researchers achieve the same 
categories of description as the original researcher. 
However, according to Marton (1986), the original researcher’s findings of the 
qualitative variation in conceptions amongst a particular group of people, is a process 
of discovery.  He believes that discovery does not have to be replicated.  On the other 
hand, it is deemed reasonable to expect that, once the outcome space of a 
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phenomenon has been constructed, another researcher should be able to recognise 
instances of the different ways of experiencing the phenomenon under investigation.  
Sandberg (1995) reports that this interjudging is, in itself, a form of reliability that is 
sometimes characterised as a measurement of the communicability of the 
phenomenographic findings.  
Gerber (1993) and Sandberg (1995) see the pursuit of trustworthiness, soundness and 
consistency as a pervasive process that recognises the threats to validity throughout 
the research process.  As stated by Gerber (1993): 
It is much more than a case of finding a research method and using it in a 
study … it is a thorough research experience that is based on a known set 
of procedures and rules that have to be applied consistently and truthfully 
to a designated research question. (p.4)  
This particular study mirrors the stance of Gerber (1993) and Sandberg (1995) 
believing that, in order to be as faithful as is possible to the individual’s conceptions 
of a phenomenon, the researcher must demonstrate that the interpretation has been 
controlled and checked throughout the research process.  This begins with the 
formulation of the research question and continues throughout the other stages, from 
selecting participants, member checking generating and analysing the data and finally 
through to reporting the results.  Sandberg (1995) states that: 
Since we, as researchers, cannot escape from our interpretations in the 
research process, one possible criterion of reliability in researching 
conceptions would be the researcher’s interpretative awareness. (p.161)  
An important aspect of openness and, indeed, of monitoring an orientation towards a 
particular phenomenon, relates directly to the formulation of the initial research 
question.  Bowden and Walsh (1994) maintain that it is important that the researcher 
articulates the purpose of the study and keeps this purpose in mind during all stages of 
the research.  Their argument centres around the premise that all other aspects of the 
research are hinged on the clarity established within these initial intentions.    
Credibility of the research is established and maintained throughout the data 
collection phase, by using open-ended questions (Dahlgren, 1993).  These questions 
allow the participants to project themselves into an aspect of the world that they have 
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experienced, and, therefore, allows them to describe their experience of such.  This 
type of questioning allows the participants to mentally exist in the particular situation 
under investigation.   
In a phenomenographic approach, all expressions from the participants are treated as 
being of equal importance.  This practice is referred to as “horizontalisation” (Rovio-
Johansson, 1999), and is borrowed from phenomenology.  Here, no aspect of what the 
participants offer is viewed as any more or less important than another.  Probing 
questions are used only in an endeavour to elicit all possible responses from each of 
the participants.  It was necessary to continue interviewing until participants uttered 
no ‘new’ conceptions.  This research followed well-established traditions in 
qualitative research, of working with smaller numbers of participants to explore the 
interview data in more depth, with a sample size of twenty-three interviews. This 
enabled the researcher to gain the fullest possible understanding of the participants’ 
experiences.   
According to the interpretive assumption, the social world is continually being 
constructed and reconstructed, thus rendering the notion of replication as problematic 
(Marshall & Rossman, 1995).  Kvale (1983) supports this view, noting that: 
in a qualitative interview … it may, in principle, be impossible to obtain 
intra-subjectively reproducible data … the interviewee cannot repeat the 
same meanings he started with in the first interview, because he has 
during that first interview obtained a new insight in, and increased 
consciousness of, the theme in focus for the interview. (p.177) 
In the first stage of analysis reported in this thesis, it may be argued that the 
qualitatively different conceptions held by these particular parents of young children 
may not be able to be replicated by a similar study with a different group, in a 
different place and in a different time.  In other words, the very nature of qualitative 
interviews is such that replicability is viewed as problematic, even with the same 
group.  Some argue that qualitative research holds no true value beyond the relevance 
that it has on its immediate self, or specific context.  “Debate about the 
generalisability of qualitative research generally centres on the argument that 
generalisation is impossible because of the variability between agents and that the 
research can suggest nothing beyond itself” (Williams, 1998, p.9).  However, 
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qualitative research can and, indeed, does have relevance beyond its immediate self.  
This view by Williams (1998) argues that qualitative researchers may make 
“moderatum generalisations of the kind ‘if X occurs in situation S, it is likely that in a 
situation resembling S, X may well occur in the future’” (p.79).  When examining the 
nature of social research, it can be argued that explanation and generalisation are 
indeed implicit.  Williams (1998) states that, “if we do not accept the explanatory and 
generalisable nature of social research then we may render such research and the 
formulation of any social theory impossible or pointless” (p.10).  Therefore, the 
outcomes of this study may prove useful to a similar situation in a similar 
demographic location. 
IMPLEMENTING THE STUDY 
The following section in this chapter deals with the implementation of the study, 
under the following headings: 
 The preliminary investigation 
 The participants of the study 
 The phenomenographic interview 
 Interview questions 
 The mechanical and conceptual analysis of the data 
Following from the theoretical examination of the phenomenographic methodology, 
and its suitability for exploring parents’ conceptions of ECEC services, it is 
imperative that attention be given to how these theoretical underpinnings guide the 
particular design of the first stage of analysis in this study.  This study assumed that 
parents could understand the phenomenon of ECEC services in a number of ways. 
Preliminary investigation: Trialling the interview process 
A preliminary investigation was conducted with two parents of young children 
accessing an ECEC service, at the Boyne Island Community Centre, the day prior to 
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commencement of the scheduled interviews conducted as a part of the study. The data 
collected was not used directly in the study, although this pilot interview process was 
useful in trialling the process, ensuring that the procedures, the questions and the 
venue were appropriate for the purpose of the study.  This was decided through self 
reflection as well as participant input in debriefing directly following the interviews. 
These interviews were audiotaped and replayed after the interviews so as to provide 
the researcher with a clear understanding of how the interviews had transpired and to 
understand where changes needed to be made.  For example, including a question 
relating to an ECEC service that a parent would not choose, so as to gain an insight 
into the negative aspects that a particular parent may focus upon when choosing an 
ECEC service for their child.  An informal discussion was also held with the parent 
participants following the interviews, allowing the researcher to gain another 
perspective regarding the interview process. Additionally, the participants in the 
initial investigation communicated that the brief discussion before the actual interview 
commenced assisted them to relax somewhat, as well as highlighting the main 
purpose of the interview to them. 
The sample of the study 
All parents, as users of one or more of the four ECEC services available in the local 
community, were invited to participate in the study.  The researcher contacted each of 
the directors and teachers-in-charge by telephone, before sending through information 
regarding the research.  The personnel from each ECEC service then asked all parents 
attending the service, face-to-face, to nominate to participate in the research.  All 
parents who agreed to participate were then contacted by the researcher and provided 
the opportunity to participate in the interview process.  Due to the distance for the 
researcher to travel in order to conduct the interviews, the following dates were set: 
• October 11/12, 2003; 
• October 18/19, 2003; 
• October 25/26, 2003. 
 87
As previously mentioned, a total of 23 interviews were conducted.   While fathers 
were asked, none agreed to participate.  The participants were mothers who: 
• utilised only one service (9 participants); 
• accessed more than one service (14 participants); 
• were local residents (23 participants). 
These criteria were deemed appropriate to this study, due to the small demographic 
location under investigation.  The researcher chose to not include other possible 
criteria, such as gender, age or number of children.  The reason for this decision was 
that it was believed that the purpose of this study would be thoroughly investigated 
utilising the chosen criteria.   
Whilst it may have been interesting to document the views of the children involved in 
accessing these early childhood services, the purpose of this study was to elicit the 
views of parents who choose ECEC services on behalf of their children. The 
children’s views were, therefore, not considered to be directly relevant to the research 
questions guiding the study, in that they are not ultimately responsible for the choice 
of ECEC services. 
The phenomenographic interview 
The 23 interviews that were conducted with parents of young children were conducted 
according to the process refined and outlined as part of the preliminary investigation. 
All interviews took place at the Boyne Island Community Centre Community Centre. 
It was deemed to be an appropriate location by the researcher and all participants, as it 
was in a central location adjacent to the shopping centre and easily accessible for all 
participants.  Additionally, this location was available on weekends.  All interviews 
were conducted on Saturdays and Sundays, as the researcher had to travel 
approximately 600 kilometres to gain access to the research site. Work commitments 
did not allow the researcher to access the research site on weekdays.      
Throughout the interview process, all terms used to describe ECEC services, made by 
parents, were treated with equal importance.  Of course, as Francis (1996) points out, 
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“the effort to achieve such criteria is bound to fall short of the ideal” (p.41). The 
researcher is always affecting the outcome in some way, but the aim is to minimise 
this as much as possible.   
Interview questions 
After trialling a number of possible interview questions in the preliminary 
investigation, the following five issues core areas were identified for investigation for 
the interviews. 
• Can you tell me about your experiences of ECEC services? 
• Tell me about the ECEC services. 
• Describe your picture of an ECEC service. 
• Tell me about different kinds of ECEC services 
• Tell me about how you choose ECEC services 
• Are there any ECEC services that you wouldn’t choose? 
These core areas related specifically to parent conceptions of ECEC services and 
parental responses formed the data for analysis in both phases of the study.  Re-
interviewing participants involved in the study, or the possibility of doing so, was 
deemed inappropriate, from the perspective that to do so may mean potentially 
contaminating the data.  By this, re-interviewing would allow time for reflection, 
rethinking and possibly researching of the topic in question.  Rather, the focus of the 
research was to elicit the kinds of responses parents make in day-to-day situations.  
Probing questions were also necessary throughout the interview, in order to provide 
greater clarity of an initial response.  Examples of such questions are: 
• What else did you notice?  
• Can you give me an example of that?  
• When did that become clear to you? 
• Can you tell me more about that? 
• What do you mean by that?  
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Before each interview was conducted, the researcher informed and reassured the 
interviewee that the purpose of the interview was for them to describe their ‘picture’, 
that is, to “reveal their ways of understanding a phenomenon” (Bowden & Walsh, 
1994, p.9).  This was done so as to relieve some of the stress or pressure that may be 
felt by the participant to provide the correct response.  That is, it was clearly outlined 
that there were no ‘right’ answers to the questions posed.  Participants were informed 
that, at times, it may be necessary for the interviewer to ask more probing questions in 
order to provide more detail to their initial responses.  This practice provided a clearer 
picture of the meanings that parents were attaching to their experiences.   
Each key issue described earlier was used to guide the interview.  Probing questions 
were used only in an endeavour to elicit all possible responses from each of the 
parents.  This enabled the researcher to gain the fullest possible understanding of the 
participants’ experiences. The interview process continually explored the breadth and 
depth of meanings through processes of reflection, paraphrasing and active listening.  
The researcher was aware of the fact that her presence may have affected the outcome 
of the interview in some way, particularly due to the fact that she was known to 
several of the participants, because of her previous role as an early childhood teacher 
in the area.  However, every effort was made to ‘bracket’ such prior experiences 
and/or relationships in order to focus on the phenomena of ECEC services.  The 
purpose throughout all interviews was to encourage parents to reflect on their 
experience, explain their views more fully and to reveal their way of understanding 
ECEC services. 
The mechanical analysis of the data 
In this particular study, the mechanical aspects of data analysis, for each stage of the 
study, began with the audio-recorded verbatim interviews.  These taped interviews 
were then partially replayed, so that the researcher could ensure that the audiotape 
was of suitable sound quality. Although this was a time-consuming task, with each 
interview taking approximately one hour, the researcher felt that this was necessary 
due to the difficulty of accessing the research site as well as for ease of direct contact 
with the participants.  Participants verbally expressed their satisfaction with the audio-
taped interviews and did not wish to add to them or subtract from them in any way. 
These audiotapes were then transcribed as soon as possible after the interviews and 
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once again checked against the recordings for accuracy. All participants were 
assigned pseudonyms throughout the transcription process in order to maintain 
confidentiality and anonymity.  
The conceptual analysis of the data  
It must be emphasised that, at no time during the data collection or first stage of 
analysis, did the researcher lose sight of the central assumption of phenomenography, 
that being that the researcher was attempting to describe the conceptions of ECEC 
services through the eyes of a group of parents, and not through the eyes of the 
researcher or the research literature.  To further clarify this, the categories of 
description of ECEC services take form from the data, rather than from the 
researcher’s preconceived ideas of the participants’ views. The guiding question used 
to formulate these categories was: “How does this parent see ECEC services?” 
There has been discussion of the conceptual analysis process in recent times, with 
some debate about the formulation of the categories of description and the outcome 
space being one of construction or of discovery.  According to Walsh (1994), the 
process of construction implies that the researcher’s framework is paramount and that 
some of the data from participants might be discounted or categories omitted should 
they not conform to that framework.  There is also the possibility that the 
interpretation might be skewed by virtue of the views of the conceptions of the 
researcher.  By contrast, the process of discovery, places more emphasis on the 
similarities and differences among the data than on the hierarchy of categories that is 
represented in the outcome space. It can be argued that the analysis process involves 
processes of both discovery and construction, foreshadowed by the suggestion that 
“conceptions are discovered, categories of description are derived” (Johansson, et al., 
1985, p.250).  The conceptions of phenomenography are uncovered from the data and 
the categories of description are constructed on the basis of their referential and 
structural elements. 
 
Just as there are no prescribed guidelines to follow in a phenomenographic interview, 
so there are no prescriptions to follow in analysing the data gathered in a 
phenomenographic study.  Bruce (1997) suggests that prescription is inappropriate in 
light of “the interplay between the researcher’s understanding, the nature of the 
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phenomenon being studied and the style of the available data” (p.104) that occurs in 
the process of capturing the world of lived experience.  Bruce (1997) relied on 
Sandberg’s five phases of phenomenographic analysis (cited in Bruce, 1997, p. 105): 
 
• becoming familiar with the transcripts; 
• the noematic level of the intentional analysis or focusing on the 
referential or meaning element of a conception; 
• the noetic level of the analysis or focusing on the structural element of 
a conception;  
• the intentional constitution of the conception or drawing together the 
referential and structural elements of a conception;  
• establishing the outcome space of the conceptions. 
 
The iterations among these phases informed the process used to analyse the data 
captured in the interviews with the parents participating in this study. A description of 
the analysis process, with its different phases, follows.  The description identifies the 
purpose of each phase and the guiding questions used by the researcher in the analysis 
of the data, as well as the process used.   
 
Phase 1: Becoming familiar with the transcripts 
 
Purpose: to identify from the interviews the conceptions of ECEC services that 
seemed to be evident in the parent’s statements. 
 
Guiding questions: How does the parent construe the phenomenon?  What concepts 
are used to explain it?  What types of similarities with other concepts are introduced? 
(Bruce, 1997). 
 
Process used: In checking the transcripts against the audiotapes during the data 
collection phase of the study, the researcher began to enter this phase.  However, 
when starting to analyse the data, her focus shifted, more clearly, to identifying 
conceptions.  The transcriptions were read and reread many times in order to capture 
more readily the emphases of the parents’ experiences and the meanings attributed to 
those experiences by the parents.   
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 During this phase, the transcripts were annotated to reflect sections that seemed to 
show different conceptions of ECEC services.  This procedure was repeated for each 
of the interview transcripts.  Once this procedure was completed, the researcher then 
followed this procedure again on two more copies of each transcription.  The marked 
quotations on the three copies were then compared to ensure that they were statements 
that reflected the conceptions of ECEC services.  Towards the end of this phase, the 
researcher had identified a pool of meanings in relation to the phenomenon of ECEC 
services. 
 
Phase 2: Discovering the meaning, or referential dimension of the conceptions 
 
Purpose: to identify the referential or meaning dimension of the different conceptions. 
 
Guiding questions: In what ways is the parent experiencing ECEC services here?  
How might the statement: ‘ECEC services are seen/experienced as…’ be completed 
on the basis of the data? (Bruce, 1997, p.105). 
 
Process used:  During this phase the transcripts were marked with commercially 
available coloured index tabs, with each colour signifying a different meaning 
attributed by the parents to ECEC services.  It is in this phase that the boundaries 
between the individual parents disappeared, as the categories of description began to 
emerge.  In the process of responding to the guiding questions and indexing the 
transcripts, the researcher was formulating a summary of the meaning of the data that 
was grounded in the data itself.  According to Svensson (1997) this reduction “aims to 
give summary descriptions of parts of data corresponding to conceptions of 
phenomena.  Thus, such parts of the data are abstracted from the rest and condensed 
as to their meaning and grouped under categories” (p.167). 
 
It took considerable time for the different meaning groups to stabilise.  At first, the 
researcher tentatively identified seven different meaning groups, before finally 
identifying eight groups in total.  As the meaning groups developed, the researcher 
changed the coloured index labels on the marked sections of the transcripts 
accordingly. 
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Phase 3: Discovering the structural dimension of the conceptions 
Purpose: to identify the structural or focal dimension of the conceptions.  
Guiding questions: What does the parent focus on when experiencing ECEC services 
in this way?  What are the different ways of experiencing ECEC services?   
Process used: Using a freshly printed copy of each transcript, extracts corresponding 
to those marked with coloured index labels signifying meanings attributed by the 
parents to the phenomenon of ECEC services, were arranged in groups according to 
their meanings.  Each group of quotations was then analysed using the guiding 
questions to discover the focal elements of meaning group.  Although the number of 
meaning groups did not change, some individual extracts were moved to different 
meaning groups suggesting that the meaning and structural dimensions of awareness 
are intertwined.  This is supported by Marton and Booth (1997) who conclude that 
“structure presupposes meaning and at the same time meaning presupposes structure” 
(p.87) and that both occur simultaneously when an individual experiences a 
phenomenon. 
This phase of analysis was more that a data sorting activity.  It involved searching for 
the “most distinctive characteristics in the data…the structurally significant 
differences that clarify how people define some specific portion of the world” 
(Marton, 1986, p.34).  The researcher considered each extract in the contexts of its 
transcript and its meaning group when discerning the structural dimensions of the 
different meaning groups. For example, in Category A: An ECEC service is 
demographically convenient, the structural dimensions included: ECEC services must 
be affordable; ECEC services must be accessible.  Until this point, the transcripts 
were kept whole.  However, at this point, for ease of handling and to make it easier to 
move them around, quotations were cut from the transcripts.  Each extract was coded 
and indexed in such a way that it was simple to locate it in the transcript from which it 
had been extracted.   
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This phase of analysis again was time consuming.  The researcher analysed one 
conception at a time, exploring each one to find what was at the core of, or focal, to 
the different conceptions.  At this point, it seemed reasonable that the iterative process 
of analysis, especially between the phases of discovering the meaning and structural 
aspects of the conceptions, was complete. 
Phase 4: Discerning the subject-object relations of the conceptions 
 
Purpose:  to describe the subject-object, or intentional, relations of the different 
conceptions of ECEC services. 
 
Guiding questions: How does the object appear in each of the categories of 
description?  How are the different subject-object relations revealed and described in 
the data? 
 
Process used:  In this phase, the categories of description were finalised, by bringing 
together the meaning and structural aspects of each conception.  The description of 
the relation in terns of its meaning and structural dimensions, and its label, formed the 
category of description that denoted each conception (Bruce, 1997, p.105). 
 
Phase 5: Establishing the outcome space of the conceptions 
Purpose:  to identify the relationships among the categories of description in order to 
denote the qualitatively different ways in which the phenomenon of ECEC services is 
experienced.  
Guiding question: What is the logical relation among the categories of description? 
Process used:  The internal structure of the conceptions, as expressed in the 
referential and structural dimensions of each one, was analysed and the analysis used 
as a basis for constructing the outcome space “from the point of view of logic” 
(Marton, 1981b, p.167).  This process was again an iterative one during which the 
categories of description were revisited, confirmed and clarified.  The outcome space 
reflected the structural framework of the understandings of the phenomenon of ECEC 
services, as it was uncovered in the process of identifying the conceptions of ECEC 
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services, describing the categories and exploring the logic of the outcome space.  In 
this instance, the structural framework included the use of dimensions to illustrate the 
relationship between the categories of description.  To this extent, the outcome space 
represented the phenomenon of ECEC services as it was understood and experienced 
by the parents participating in the study. 
 
These well-established and rigorous techniques were useful in delimiting the range of 
different conceptions of ECEC services that were held regarding the phenomenon, as 
well as being a means of exploring the relations amongst these.  Since 
phenomenography uses interpretative approaches to analyse the data, just as in the 
data collection phase of this study, this stage of analysis was undertaken in an 
exploratory way.  That is, a degree of uncertainty existed within the mind of the 
researcher prior to undertaking analysis of the data, particularly with regard to the 
meanings that may have been generated through the discourses that were undertaken 
with each of the participants.  By delaying premature judgements, as well as 
recognising or expecting that there may be variation in the way in which the research 
approach is applied, the validity of the research is not detracted from. 
PRESENTING RESEARCH RESULTS  
Throughout the data analysis processes and the subsequent representation of findings, 
the same degree of openness, as previously adhered to in data collection, was 
maintained.  The researcher sought to identify the commonalities of meaning that 
were induced from the individual transcripts, as well as from the data pool in its 
entirety.  It is important to state that no attempt was made to standardise or to 
compare the experiences of individual participants.  Rather, it was the participants’ 
perceptions and resulting understandings that were the object of the study.  Put 
simply, it was the understandings and not the actual experiences that were important.   
 
Mindful of these concerns, the results of the analysis of the data throughout this stage 
of analysis in the thesis are set out in the following manner.  The extracts from the 
interviews are used throughout the following chapter, so as to carefully illustrate the 
ways in which the parents involved in this study conceived of ECEC services for their 
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young children.  On occasions, both the question asked by the interviewer (I) as well 
as the response given by the parent (P), were included as an excerpt from the 
interview.  At other times, the words of the parents are woven into the text, as a means 
of overcoming the aforementioned pitfalls.  In addition, substantial quotes from the 
transcripts are used to illustrate a category of description. 
For ease of identification and readability, quotations from the interview transcripts are 
presented in italics, so as to distinguish them from the main text of the thesis.  At all 
times, for consistency, as well as ease of identification, accompanying each excerpt, 
the interview number is included, in brackets.  To further delimit the critical aspects 
that were outlined previously, each category of description was constructed in a 
consistent manner.  To begin each category of description, the subject-object 
relationship, indicative of the conception of the ECEC service is presented in a 
diagrammatic format.  That is, the relationship is described in terms of the particular 
meaning that parents conceive of the ECEC service.  Following each category of 
description, a table is included, containing the salient points deemed to be 
representative of that particular conception.  This step has been taken so as to provide 
a snapshot of each category of description, as well as representing an efficient means 
of recapitulating the salient feature of each category.  The tabular format also served 
as a means of summarising each category of description. 
In this stage of analysis in the study, all aspects of the research process, from 
formulating the research question, to gathering and analysing the data, were 
conducted in such a way as to focus specifically on the phenomenon under 
investigation – that is, of how parents conceive of ECEC services. By binding or 
delimiting the study within clear parameters, the researcher claims credibility.  
Whilst it is evident that this research was conducted in a particular context and in a 
particular point in time, it is believed that the findings of this study may be applied 
beyond the specific context of this project.  Therefore, the outcome space devised and 
presented in this stage of analysis is representative of the ways of seeing ECEC 
services by a particular group of parents in a particular context.    
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CHAPTER SUMMARY 
This chapter initially described the processes and theoretical assumptions of 
phenomenography.  The second part of the chapter described, specifically, the 
research process undertaken in the study, including the participants, data collection 
methods, interview schedule, as well as the phenomenographic data analysis steps and 
validation process of the analysed data.  The discussion has provided a foundation on 
which to understand the context in which this analysis was undertaken.  By carefully 
addressing such issues throughout this chapter, it is anticipated that the findings of 
this study of parents’ conceptions of choice of ECEC services in the Boyne Island 
area of Queensland, are seen to be explanatory and applicable beyond the immediate 
group of parents involved in the research.  Such research may contribute to emerging 
debate on parent choice in the field of ECEC. 
In the following chapter the results of the first stage of analysis in the study are 
discussed.  That is, the categories of description expressing the qualitatively different 
ways in which parents of young children conceptualise ECEC services are presented 
and discussed in detail. 
 98
CHAPTER FIVE: RESULTS OF PHENOMENOGRAPHIC 
ANALYSIS OF PARENT CONCEPTIONS OF ECEC 
SERVICES  
INTRODUCTION 
This chapter describes how the parents who participated in this study conceived 
ECEC services.  This is achieved through presentation of the findings from the 
analysis of the twenty-three interviews.  The purpose of the analysis was to describe 
conceptions based on what the parents referred to when asked about ECEC services.  
Therefore, the analysis presented in this chapter maps the different ways in which 
parents experience ECEC services. 
This chapter is organised in two distinct parts.  The first section discusses the main 
findings of the study, which are written as categories of description.  These categories 
of description denote the parents’ conceptions of ECEC services.  The second section 
of this chapter explores the way in which the identified categories of description can 
be described in terms of subject-object relationships, in the form of the outcome 
space. More simply, this section highlights how the conceptions can be distinguished 
from one another. 
CATEGORIES OF DESCRIPTION 
The analyst’s categories of description presented are comprised of eight distinct 
conceptions of ECEC services that were identified by parents.  These categories of 
description indicate the different ways in which these parents experience the ECEC 
services and, thus, relate directly to the first research question, which is: What are 
parent conceptions of ECEC services? 
The categories were identified from analysis of the significant statements identified in 
the interview transcripts.  The categories reflect the conceptions of participants and 
quotations from the interviews have been selected to illustrate particular categories.  
In addition, quotations have been selected in order to describe variation in 
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conceptions of ECEC services and are not exhaustive of the significant comments 
identified within the transcripts.   
The eight categories identified are: 
 The ECEC service is demographically convenient  (Category A) 
 The ECEC service is safe, secure and hygienic  (Category B) 
 The ECEC service provides a routine  (Category C) 
 The ECEC service is caring and nurturing  (Category D) 
 The ECEC service has trained and professional staff (Category E) 
 The ECEC service values parents and keeps them informed (Category F) 
 The ECEC service provides for socialisation   (Category G) 
 The ECEC service prepares children for further learning  (Category H) 
Within each conception, it was possible to distinguish essential characteristics with 
respect to the what- and how- aspects of a conception.  As outlined in the previous 
chapter, this mechanism of phenomenography contributes to the equilibrium of the 
methodology and is described by Marton (1994a) as the balance between the internal 
and external horizons.  The internal horizon represents the meanings the parent 
receives from becoming aware of the dynamics of the phenomenon between 
themselves (i.e., the subject) and their experience of ECEC services (i.e., the object).  
This is the what-aspect, or the referential aspects of the conception.  On the other 
hand, the external horizon is the way the phenomenon fits into the context, with the 
structural aspect of each conception signifying the how-aspect.  The degree of 
partialness of each conception was formed by the structural aspect and appeared 
within the boundaries of the internal and external horizons of that conception.   
Conceptions appear in an associated manner, with the more developed conceptions 
tacitly implying understanding of the more partial conceptions e.g., with the 
conception the ECEC service prepares children for further learning one can assume 
that at least one of the previous conceptions would also be held by a parent, such as 
the ECEC service has trained and professional staff.  However, both the referential 
aspect and the structural aspect indicate the qualitative variation in the conceptions.  
Respectively, the conceptions are presented in such a way as to form different layers, 
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or dimensions, of understandings.  This is discussed in further detail in the second part 
of this chapter.   
The name given to each of the eight categories of description (e.g., the ECEC service 
is demographically convenient) serves as a category label.  The creation of the labels, 
or names for each category, helps to quickly and succinctly communicate the 
meanings that are attributable to the phenomenon by the research participants (Bruce, 
1997).  Each conception represented in the eight categories of description is 
elaborated upon and illustrated through the use of quotations from the participating 
parents.  These quotations are used to delimit the conception specifically in order to 
highlight the variation that exists between each conception.  It is necessary to 
understand that the interview excerpts are used to illustrate and describe the 
conception at hand.  As is the practice in reporting phenomenographic research 
results, each excerpt is reproduced verbatim (Bruce, 1997; Inglis, 1996; Marton, 
1996). 
This chapter will now discuss the eight categories of description that were introduced 
earlier in this chapter.  The categories of description are the primary outcome of this 
stage of analysis in this study and they reflect the distinctive characteristics of 
parents’ conceptions of ECEC services.  The first part of each category illustrates the 
relationship between the internal and external horizons, followed by analysis of 
significant quotations about ECEC services.  The final table included under each 
category illustrates the salient points, or structural dimension, of that category. 
Category A: The ECEC service is demographically convenient            
 
Category A 
       Subject                                         Character of relation                       Object 
External Horizon                                Referential Aspect                      Internal Horizon
   ECEC service                             demographically convenient                  parents          
 
 
FIGURE 5.1:  Subject-Object Relationship of Category A. 
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This parent conception focuses on the ECEC service as being demographically 
convenient (see Fig. 5.1).  The characteristic feature of this conception is that, in the 
expressions associated with this category, the child is excluded from the parents’ 
reflections. Instead, the parents’ thoughts become geared towards issues of 
demography and/or convenience. Parents expressed the understanding that 
convenience was related to many factors including cost, flexibility of operating hours 
and proximity to home or their work, as well as availability. 
Parents expressed the idea that access to ECEC services was influenced by the 
financial cost.  ECEC services needed to be affordable.  One ECEC service may be 
chosen over another, based on a lower cost to the family.   
While cost can be an issue although for us it worked out about the same price, 
its shorter hours at the private kindergarten, but I can see how if you are on a 
low income that it would make a big difference.  I know people who said “oh I 
can’t afford that”, or say for example, you have got the 2 day or the 3 day 
program, even at the private kindy, like it would be nice to do the 3 day 
program, it would be so much more expensive and yet better than the 2 day 
one if you don’t have 2 people working (Interview 1). 
The only thing probably would be cost I suppose, if they put on a huge fee but 
if it was a government run one then I can’t see why, no and then I’d probably 
pay any price to get that ECEC service (Interview 15). 
Flexible operating hours are important to the parents of this study, as it is that 
flexibility that allows parents to balance ECEC needs with other commitments. 
… one that is open and flexible in their hours (Interview 10). 
You basically have two childcare centres to my knowledge, family day care or 
a kindergarten which without the hours are restrictive for working parents 
(Interview 21). 
Parents made a distinction between childcare services and preschool services in their 
local area, according to their hours of operation.  Childcare centres were seen to better 
cater for working parents because they offered longer hours of care. 
…pre-schools only open from 9am to-2.30pm while the others are open 6am to 
6pm, and that’s really important because I need to be at work at 7, so I drop 
my children off at 6 so I can get there  
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…well probably if they decided to go along with primary school hours and 
didn’t open up early and weren’t flexible (Interview 17). 
Parents’ expectations are that the childcare centres are better able to make adjustments 
to hours of attendance needed at short notice. 
That flexibility, would be the one thing, and also it was open for longer hours, 
it’s really important to me because, well I work part-time and often I am a real 
chatter and I often get stuck and I’m late picking up the children.  Now if I‘d 
be late it wasn’t a problem, you know it just wasn’t a problem.  I knew my 
children were being looked after and there were long hours of operation 
(Interview 21). 
Parents expressed the need for ECEC services to be close to their home so that access 
was easy. 
this pre-school happened to be the nearest home (Interview 6). 
Mostly, isolation, if I had to travel into town, I probably would think twice 
about it.  Because it’s like…half an hour in and half an hour back, so that’s an 
hour on top of your child’s day already which is quite big (Interview 13). 
Parents liked the idea of the ECEC service being in close proximity to their 
workplace.  This allowed parents to be able to be more accessible to their children 
whenever the need arose.  It also cut down on the time taken to place children in an 
ECEC service and to travel to work. 
It was probably close to where I worked…(Interview 14). 
When they were younger it was just availability because it was hard to get into 
them, but once we moved up here it was just location, because we were living 
close and for pre-school it was close to work (Interview 5). 
However, other parents were less concerned about proximity to home or work 
environments.  
It wouldn’t worry me if I was to drive over the bridge to Tannum as long as 
the teachers and the school were appropriate.  That wouldn’t worry me 
(Interview 14). 
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No there wouldn’t be anything because we are so passionate about finding 
that sort of environment for our child.  If we had to drive to Gladstone we 
would but we were just lucky that we found it where we are (Interview 6). 
 
Parents expressed the notion that accessing ECEC services was influenced by the 
availability of types of ECEC services.  It was felt that ECEC services were limited. 
…there aren’t that many to choose from in an isolated area (Interview 10). 
... availability more than anything (Interview 7). 
 
TABLE 5.1:  CATEGORY A: An ECEC service is demographically 
convenient  
 
Salient features of the conception 
 
ECEC services need to have flexible operating hours. 
 
ECEC services must be affordable. 
 
ECEC services must be accessible. 
 
ECEC services must be close to home. 
 
ECEC services must be close to parent’s place of work. 
 
ECEC services do not necessarily need to be demographically convenient. 
 
ECEC services are limited. 
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Category B: The ECEC service is safe, secure and hygienic          
 
Subject                                        Character of relation                          Object 
External Horizon                        Referential Aspect                             Internal Horizon   
ECEC service                 safe, secure, hygienic environment               children           
 
FIGURE 5.2:  Subject-Object Relationship of Category B 
This conception focuses on the ECEC service as providing an environment that is 
safe, secure and hygienic for young children (see Fig. 5.2).  In contrast to Category A, 
the child is depicted, within the quotations combined in this category, as being the 
internal horizon, whilst the ECEC service is the external horizon.  Therefore, the 
referential aspect of this concept relates to the physical dimensions of the ECEC 
service as they apply to children.  Parents were looking for security when choosing an 
ECEC service.  A safe, secure and hygienic environment was seen to be one in which 
children were safe from any form of physical harm and in hygienic surroundings.  
Children were also in a secure environment when they seemed to be happy and well 
adjusted.  
The ECEC service was identified as providing a safe and secure environment, where 
the child would be safe from a perceived deficit that may exist in parenting practices.  
It was expected that the ECEC service would compensate for this.  The ECEC service 
provides respite care for young children who are ‘at risk’.   
I love my daughter dearly and I know that she is safer with someone else 5 
days a week than she is with me at the moment (Interview 23). 
Parents expect that the ECEC services provide adequate supervision of their children.  
Strict levels of supervision are seen to ensure that young children are in a safe 
environment. 
Safe as in people like the teachers… Safety is a big thing…supervising your 
child all the time (Interview 4). 
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ECEC services provide a safe learning environment, where children can explore 
safely, with resources being accessible and child-friendly. 
Everything should be accessible to the child.  There should be areas like a 
book corner, there should be areas for dramatic play, there should be areas 
for construction, there should be areas for self expression, you know like a 
writing corner and a cutting corner and to be flexibility within their program, 
to cater for all this, I think absolutely (Interview 7). 
ECEC services provide an environment in which children can safely create a mess 
and they can feel comfortable to do so.  It was also seen to be important for children 
to be responsible for contributing to maintaining a tidy environment. 
I think it very, very important for the room to be tidy, it’s got to be tidy, and 
the children they need to be clean…(Interview 18). 
There is a difference between being in a mess and the mess that’s there 
because that’s where you are working (Interview 1). 
The ECEC environment is a safe environment, where children participate at a level 
commensurate of their ability. 
It had to have the type of things that would cater for her as in her physical 
abilities.  She had to be able to manoeuvre on and also build up to, so it 
wasn’t just straightforward into the great big forts, it had to have something 
that she could get used to.  Climbing and safe… (Interview 11). 
Parents’ comments on safety and hygiene come from knowledge of the child and the 
environment. However, the security aspect of the ECEC service tends to be gauged by 
the child’s emotional stability and general outlook towards the environment, e.g., if 
the child is happy to go to the centre, then the centre is seen as a secure environment 
for the child. 
The final decision was the fact that both the kids wanted to go to the day-care 
centre.  They were happy to go to the day-care centre, you’d pick them up and 
they would still have the smile on the face that you had left them with.  We 
have never had to struggle with tears of a morning or an afternoon (Interview 
5).   
Descriptions of the hygiene aspects of the ECEC service take into account the hygiene 
standards adhered to by staff when dealing with the children directly. 
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Mostly taking care of my child properly, like a clean underpants if they dirty 
them, washing their hands, see the kids were at the end of the day… were 
clean faced, clean hands when they came home, … was a really big thing for 
me (Interview 13). 
 So I sent my children there, because that’s really important because you know 
like, I couldn’t let them go to somewhere there were children where they could 
get head lice or something like that…Well they were always clean when I 
picked them up (Interview 18). 
Parents expect that ECEC services will be physically safe and secure for their 
children.  ECEC staff must supervise children carefully at all times.  It is important 
that safety and hygiene standards are met and maintained at all times.  Additionally, 
the physical space must also be clean and tidy. 
TABLE 5.2:  CATEGORY B: An ECEC service is a safe, secure and hygienic 
environment 
 
Salient features of the conception 
 
ECEC services provide a safe environment. 
 
ECEC services provide respite care for young children who are ‘at risk’. 
 
ECEC services provide adequate supervision of young children at all times. 
 
The ECEC service is designed to be child-friendly, so as to promote accessibility. 
 
ECEC services provide an environment in which children can create a mess, but are also 
responsible for assisting in maintaining a tidy environment. 
 
ECEC services follow health guidelines. 
 
ECEC services have established hygiene standards and practices. 
 
ECEC services encourage children to develop good hygiene habits. 
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Category C: The ECEC service provides a routine          
 
Subject                                          Character of relation                     Object  
External Horizon                        Referential Aspect                            Internal Horizon    
ECEC service                                       routine                                 children                 
 
 
FIGURE 5.3:  Subject-Object Relationship of Category C 
This conception focuses on the ECEC service as a place where a routine is established 
and maintained (see Fig. 5.3).  In contrast to the first two categories, the 
characteristics of the personnel within the ECEC service are depicted, in relation to 
how the routine in the service affects the child.  The routine must be evident, 
however, it is seen to be vital that the routine is flexible to suit the child’s needs.  
Within the ECEC service, parents considered it important that children are made 
aware of the routine, so that they are encouraged to meet expectations and to function 
as a part of that routine.  Further, parents valued being kept informed about the 
routine, so that they too could ensure that their child was informed and prepared. 
Parents perceive that organisation is an important aspect of a routine within the ECEC 
service. 
Everything is very organised …The routine like, the children have a set 
routine.  On the morning the children sit on the mat, do their puzzles with their 
parents.  As 9 o’clock comes, the parents go home, children on the mat and 
they are waiting to get the roll marked (Interview 4). 
Flexibility in routine by the ECEC service is important to parents as well as to their 
children.  
The ideal program would include lots of flexibility as much as anything but I 
do prefer a routine program in the regard that the kindergarten one of my 
children did attend was a very unregimented kindergarten (Interview 7). 
…There was a routine but there was flexibility within that routine (Interview 
8). 
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Developing and keeping a clear structure to the daily and even weekly routine in the 
ECEC service is seen to be important to parents.  The routine needed to be one with 
which both the parents and the children were comfortable.  It is important that the 
routine, and any subsequent changes to that routine, are communicated clearly to the 
children and parents alike, as parents expressed that this assists both the child and the 
parent to develop a sense of security. 
TABLE 5.3:  CATEGORY C: An ECEC service provides a routine  
 
Salient features of the conception 
 
ECEC services are organised. 
 
ECEC services have a daily routine. 
 
ECEC services have a flexible program and routine. 
 
The ECEC service establishes and maintains the routine. 
 
 
Category D: The ECEC service is caring and nurturing         
 
Subject                                          Character of relation                    Object 
 External Horizon                        Referential Aspect                          Internal Horizon     
ECEC service                              caring and nurturing                    children               
                 
FIGURE 5.4:  Subject-Object Relationship of Category D 
 
This conception focuses on the ECEC service as caring and nurturing (see Fig. 5.4).  
As in the previous category, the focus of the parents’ reflection within this conception 
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is of a personnel dimension. Parents expressed the need for each child to be well cared 
for in a nurturing environment, with the staff at the service adopting a ‘pseudo’ parent 
role and thereby offering the child a high degree of emotional support. 
…the staff were very nice and good to the children and treated each child as if 
they were individuals (Interview 9). 
…someone who would let her have the sleeps when she needed to, would 
stimulate her and would love her but also not just do it for the money 
(Interview 15) 
Within the ECEC service it is seen to be important that staff enjoy interactions with 
the children that they are working with so as to enable them to foster nurturing 
relationships. 
…the staff that worked there had that relationship with the child it wasn’t just 
a job to them it was something that they enjoyed (Interview 5). 
Parents valued treating each child as a unique individual with his/her needs being 
catered for.  Parents want their children to feel special whilst in the ECEC service. 
Well, somewhere the children felt special.  They felt that they were given time, 
they were listened to.  That they were allowed to take their thoughts and 
create what they wanted to create (Interview 22). 
Because he’s a very different child so I felt that the teacher was able to cope 
with his needs and that was very important to me (Interview 16). 
ECEC services need to create an environment where children are happy and where the 
children like the staff that are caring for them. 
Hayden at first sight liked her [the teacher] and that I was happy that he liked 
her and that made me comfortable knowing that he would stay there 
(Interview 14). 
Parents expect that ECEC services will be accepting, and cater for diversity.  In this 
way, ECEC services are seen to be able to foster positive relationships between home 
and school.  The ECEC service is not only caring and nurturing towards the child, but 
also towards the parents. 
 110
We found the place that we found at Boyne that was exceptional in that the 
teacher and the staff treated everybody as an equal (Interview 19). 
Yeh, they love Mia and they accept me with all my variety of different 
problems (Interview 23). 
I used to go into the room and all the children were busy doing something and 
they were also excited about what they were doing and Ryland would come 
home with so many stories and so much information about what he had done 
at school and want to make things at home exactly like that (Interview 16). 
Well yes, one that realises that some children can’t make that move from home 
to school as well as others.  That gives that time and also cares about the 
mums as much as the children (Interview 20). 
ECEC services need to be able to nurture the relationship between themselves and the 
children.  The ECEC service needs to surround children with opportunities to develop 
and maintain relationships, so as to maximise potential. 
It was physically inviting to parents and children as you walked in the door it 
was lots of language everywhere, language initiated, children were reading 
signs and looking, it was changed differently so they walk in and they would 
see different things, little things put on tables  (Interview 21). 
Well it was one where I was welcomed; my children were welcomed, it was 
very creative, very language orientated (Interview 22). 
The physical environment shows that the ECEC service cares for parents and children 
by providing an appealing, welcoming environment.  In this way the ECEC service 
demonstrates a caring and nurturing philosophy. 
Outside, well it had all been landscaped just for those children.  It was just a 
little haven for us and for our children (Interview 21). 
 
ECEC services are seen to be open environments that care for and nurture the child as 
well as their family.  Young children are recognised as needing a high level of 
emotional support within the ECEC service.  Staff at the ECEC service operate on the 
premise that each child is unique and therefore cater for him/her accordingly.   
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TABLE 5.4: CATEGORY D: An ECEC service is caring and nurturing.  
 
Salient features of the conception 
 
ECEC staff treat children as individuals. 
 
ECEC staff provide for each child’s needs. 
 
ECEC staff enjoy interacting with young children. 
 
ECEC services create an environment where children are happy. 
 
ECEC staff are liked by the children. 
 
ECEC services are accepting and understanding of diversity. 
 
ECEC services foster positive relationships between home and school. 
 
ECEC staff nurture relationships with each child. 
 
The physical environment shows that the ECEC service cares for parents and children by 
providing an appealing, welcoming environment. 
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Category E: The ECEC service has trained and professional staff       
 
Subject                                      Character of relation                                  Object  
External Horizon                        Referential Aspect                            Internal Horizon    
ECEC service                     trained and professional staff                     children         
                  
 
FIGURE 5.5:  Subject-Object Relationship of Category E
This conception focuses on the ECEC service having trained and professional staff      
(see Fig. 5.5).   The characteristic feature is that the parent conceptualises ECEC 
services by the level of trained and professional staff present.  It seemed very 
important to parents that they have good ‘teachers’ in the ECEC service.   This 
equated to trained and well-qualified staff. Developing a positive picture of the 
teacher and feeling it to be ‘good luck’ to have that particular teacher seems important 
to parents when choosing a particular ECEC service.  It makes the parents feel good 
about another person taking over a lot of control in relation to the child. 
Parents expressed the understanding that, the better qualified staff are, the greater the 
expectation that their child will receive an ‘education’ as well as be cared for 
adequately. 
Have they got the qualifications to introduce an early childhood program into 
that room or are they only really qualified to sort of take care of the children 
and make sure that they are safe or whatever and read books and do painting 
(Interview 1). 
Experienced staff members are seen to be better skilled at developing and 
implementing a richer learning environment for the children.  Staff members of the 
ECEC service were described as needing to have a happy disposition and enjoy their 
work with young children, whilst at the same time conducting themselves in a very 
professional manner.  Therefore, the social and professional attributes of the staff 
influenced the parent’s choice of ECEC services. 
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The teachers need to be qualified, they need to be happy people and 
professionals (Interview 18). 
They were such lovely people, such friendly people, they were very highly 
qualified (Interview 18). 
They are not complacent, they are highly educated, they love the children… 
(Interview 15). 
Parents desire a team approach between the staff to be evident.  The cohesiveness of 
the staff relationships is seen to influence the way in which the children are catered 
for. Effective teamwork is seen to provide constancy and consistency for the young 
children as well as their parents, as well as ensuring the ability to be flexible. 
A good teamwork between the teacher and the teacher aide, and I think, 
quality care.  I think a good relationship and a flexible approach and quality 
care.  And they have to be qualified, you know, that to undertake of some sort 
of education based facility in the early childhood is a must (Interview 9). 
Parents perceived that if staff working in the ECEC service are specifically early 
childhood qualified, then they are going to ensure that the best interests of the 
children are of paramount importance.  Well-qualified staff are seen to be better 
prepared to advocate on behalf of young children in their care. 
…if the staff aren’t as qualified, they want to advocate on behalf of the 
children but they don’t know how or they are too worried or scared to 
(Interview 10) 
ECEC staff continued to update their training and qualifications.  This process is seen 
to ensure that the ECEC practices are current and that the staff will be motivated to do 
the best job possible with the young children in their care. 
I expect extremely well trained staff.  To me you cannot be trained enough, so 
I’d expect the teachers in an early childhood service to be up with things that 
are happening around and not becoming complacent in the way that they 
teach (Interview 15). 
ECEC staff needed to be able to display their knowledge and experience in a variety 
of ways – through their programming, their interactions with the children, parents and 
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the community.  It is also important that all staff were able to work together as a 
cohesive unit so that individual needs were met. 
They had to be good practitioners, they had to actually know what they were 
doing, they needed to be able to discipline all the children, and had to be able 
to cater for the individual needs of that child. (Interview 21) 
TABLE 5.5:  CATEGORY E: An ECEC service has trained and professional 
staff 
 
Salient features of the conception 
 
ECEC services have experienced staff. 
 
ECEC services have educated staff. 
 
Staff need to have a happy disposition and enjoy their work with young children 
 
ECEC staff have specific early childhood qualifications. 
 
ECEC staff operate as a team. 
 
ECEC staff are advocates for young children. 
 
ECEC staff have a formal knowledge and experience of early child development and 
education. 
 
ECEC staff continue to update their training and qualifications. 
 
ECEC staff are skilful practitioners 
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Category F: The ECEC service values parents and keeps them informed          
 
Subject                                          Character of relation                     Object 
External Horizon                        Referential Aspect                            Internal Horizon    
ECEC service                        value and keep informed                      parents               
       
 
 
FIGURE 5.6:  Subject-Object Relationship of Category F
This conception focuses on the ECEC service as a place where parents are valued and 
kept informed (see Fig. 5.6).  In contrast to the previous personnel-centred 
conception, within the expressions included in this category of description, the parent 
is depicted as the object of the relationship with the ECEC service.  It is important 
that the ECEC service is one that values parents, their beliefs as well as their wishes 
for their child.  Equally, parents expect that they will be constantly informed about 
their child. 
Feedback on your child’s progress on a daily basis and you were always given 
feed-back (Interview 5). 
 Parents are aware of the fact that each parent’s views, values and beliefs may not 
always be strictly adhered to, although they do have the understanding that the ECEC 
service will not be judgemental towards them or their children. 
One where the staff are young, well not judgemental, one where they accept 
everybody (Interview 23). 
It is seen to be important that staff in the ECEC service keep parents informed about 
the child and his/her day, whilst at all times being positive and responsive to the needs 
of the whole family. 
Would want to know exactly what my child had done that day or what they had 
learnt.  I would want to see observations (Interview 7). 
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The staff were very approachable, had an open door policy, invited parent 
input into the program (Interview 9). 
If they come up and talk to you straight away, they greet you when you walk 
in, tell you how the kid’s day has been (Interview 6). 
Parents expressed the opinion that the role of the staff in ECEC services is to not only 
accommodate the child, but that there was also a need to accommodate the parents.  
Parents expect that open communication will take place, whereby the parents’ 
viewpoints are taken into consideration. 
It was very, very important to us that we went to an early childhood 
environment where they accepted us as a couple and Tommy and he didn’t 
have to pay the cost of being in a different sort of family structure (Interview 
19). 
Parents of young children expressed the idea that the ECEC service was a place where 
they felt valued and accommodated in their own right.  The ECEC service was a place 
where they could not only get to know the staff and other parents, but that it was also 
seen to be a place of support for them as individuals.  
…I always felt welcome, the children were always welcome, the family was 
always welcome, it was like a huge big family and that is really important 
when a lot of us have moved in from big cities and we don’t know anyone 
(Interview 16). 
Parents need to feel comfortable within the ECEC service and ideally are looking for 
a ‘home-like’ environment where the parents are valued and where their children also 
feel emotionally comfortable. 
…somewhere my kids felt at home and we were really comfortable (Interview 
12). 
This valuing of parents by staff is indicated by the fact that parents are greeted by a 
warm, inviting atmosphere where both the child and the parents are welcomed. 
Information exchange is seen to be important for evaluating the quality of the ECEC 
service.  Parents were looking for staff to be sensitive to the needs of the child and to 
constantly communicate with them about the individual child and his/her 
developmental progress.  Close cooperation between parents and ECEC staff is 
considered necessary to guarantee continuity between the child’s home life and that of 
 117
the institution, to ensure that institutional routines and practices respond to the 
families' interests.  
TABLE 5.6:  CATEGORY F: An ECEC service values parents and keeps 
them informed.  
 
Salient features of the conception 
 
ECEC services make parents welcome. 
 
ECEC services welcome and accept the child and the family. 
 
ECEC services develop a comfortable environment. 
 
Staff in ECEC services create a welcoming atmosphere for parents and children. 
 
Staff in ECEC services are approachable. 
 
ECEC services inform parents of each child’s progress and development. 
 
 
Category G: The ECEC service provides for socialisation          
Category C 
Subject                                    Character of relation                           Object 
 External Horizon                      Referential Aspect                             Internal Horizon    
ECEC service                             socialisation                                   children 
 
 
FIGURE 5.7:  Subject-Object Relationship of Category G 
This conception focuses on the ECEC service as a place where socialisation occurs      
(see Fig. 5.7).   The most characteristic feature of this conception is that the ECEC 
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service is depicted in terms of the personal dimension.  Typical of parent expressions 
in this category, are that they relate directly to how the child develops vital skills of 
socialisation.  Therefore, the ECEC service is seen as an effective agency for the 
provision of socialisation experiences for young children.  Parents of young children 
have described this conception as being two-fold in nature.  First, they see that it is 
necessary for young children to socialise with other children who are similar in age.  
I knew that she was getting bored with just being with a couple of children and 
I also felt that she needed to learn things like turns, sharing, adults and 
individuals (Interview 15). 
I think he’d love it.  If I could get him away from me, yes I think he’d just 
thrive because he loves all that sort of interaction (Interview 1). 
Second, they state that it is necessary for children to learn to socialise with other 
adults. Parents feel that children need to learn to co-operate with both other children 
and adults in ECEC services.  
Playing and sharing with other children and that was sort of put to them in a 
nice way and yes, I think my first two just took to that.  There was no stress or 
anything and they learnt really well from that (Interview 3). 
As she got older she needed more of a challenge, more social… she’s been 
able to get really involved with friendships and the leaders (Interview 11). 
Parents felt that ECEC services provided opportunities for their young children to 
develop a variety of socialisation skills, including language and communication skills, 
to learn to turn-taking skills and the ability to function as a member of the group.   
He’s more socially accepted and communicates much better (Interview 5). 
Playing and sharing with other children and that was sort of put to them in a 
nice way (Interview 3). 
Learning to be independent was seen to be extremely important if the child was to be 
able to learn to accept rules and regulations and to understand guidelines for group 
participation. 
Teaching them independence, I like kids to be independent and not rely on 
people too much. (Interview 6) 
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I like them to be taught to be independent and to mix as well. (Interview 6) 
…Learning rules and regulations that they had to abide by. (Interview 8) 
I want my child to know that there are certain rules that need to be followed; it 
has to be a black and white situation. (Interview 9) 
In summary, expectations of parents revealed that development of social behaviour 
was regarded as extremely important.  Therefore the parent wished for the child to be 
able to integrate into a peer group, accept limits, learn rules and gain independence.  
They were looking for their child to form friendships.  The development of these 
social skills was seen to be preparing them for formal schooling.  Parents, in 
considering their child’s socialisation, indicated that it was important for their 
children to be able to communicate their needs and ideas in an appropriate manner.  
Learning to listen to authority was also mentioned as a vital part of developing 
effective socialisation skills. 
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 TABLE 5.7: CATEGORY G: An ECEC service is seen as providing 
socialisation experiences 
 
Salient features of the conception 
 
 
ECEC services foster socialisation and communication within a group context. 
 
Learning to co-operate with other children in a secure, nurturing environment. 
 
Children learn to be independent. 
 
Children learn that there are rules to follow. Children learn to accept those rules and 
regulations. 
 
Children accept guidelines for group participation. 
 
Children are stimulated by being with groups of peers and through their interactions with 
them. 
 
ECEC services provide opportunities for young children to be stimulated. 
 
Category H: The ECEC service prepares them for further learning            
 
 
Subject                                          Character of relation                       Object   
External Horizon                        Referential Aspect                            Internal Horizon    
ECEC service                           prepares for further learning               children                 
 
FIGURE 5.8:  Subject-Object Relationship of Category H 
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This conception focuses on the ECEC service as preparing children for further 
learning (see Fig. 5.8).  Similar to the preceding conception, an important feature, is 
the way in which the service facilitates the child’s capacity for further learning that is 
vital.   Parents expect that the ECEC service will not only identify the child’s current 
levels of growth and development, but will endeavour to extend the child further.  
Parents feel that attending an ECEC service prepares children for further compulsory 
schooling.  ECEC services were seen to prepare children for a more structured 
learning environment that was expected to be in the compulsory schooling system that 
would follow. 
So they would be ready to go to school and it would be a natural progression 
whereas at the other kindergarten they could have done whatever they wanted 
to and it wasn’t as structured so therefore, going to school would have been a 
harder thing to do (Interview 8). 
Some parents saw benefit in their young children, in their preschool year, attending a 
different ECEC service to that they had used for childcare.  This change of 
environment was seen to better prepare their children for future learning environments 
and experiences.  The preschool service was seen as a link to the primary school. 
…they went to the pre-school because I saw it as providing a change for them 
and also getting them used to the school that they would be going to (Interview 
17) 
Other parents expressed an understanding that all ECEC services were educational by 
nature, and therefore provided children with opportunities to develop fundamental 
learning and maximise development opportunities. 
Have an educational basis that they are going to learn the fundamentals of 
literacy and have come out with exceptionally, good confident self esteem and 
have good fine motor and gross motor skills (Interview 9). 
It is important that the ECEC service is inviting and stimulating so as to challenge the 
child to reach his/her maximum potential.  The ECEC service needed to be able to 
cater for each child as an individual. 
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And a happy environment and very, like lots for them to do...  Not so that they 
were sitting dormant, I like to be able to feel that they can go and do this one 
day; something else the next day; lots of variety (Interview 2). 
An ECEC service was seen to require a sound philosophical framework that ensured 
that the child’s individual needs, interests and abilities would be adequately catered 
for. 
One that has an educational framework that underpins it and where the 
teacher is aware of every child’s individual differences and can use their 
creative talents and their knowledge and go further from there (Interview 15). 
Parents expressed the idea that the ECEC service needed to be able to cater for the 
different ages of the children.  As children grew and developed, parents’ expectations 
also changed. 
And I think there are differences even between childcare centres when the 
children get into the like, what they call kindergarten or preschool groups and 
one centre that I took Matthew to they were starting to do the little worksheets, 
choose the one that is facing the wrong way or pre-writing sort of skills 
whereas other ones I have been to its all “just lets to some more painting”, 
you know what I mean, there was no real program for the older children.  For 
the younger children it’s obviously different, they don’t need to do any of that 
sort of thing (Interview 1). 
Then I looked at kindergarten to get them ready to go onto preschool and 
school (Interview 3). 
But as she got older I expected much more …to give her some educational 
experiences, do some cooking, do some puzzles, reading books, being creative 
with her as well (Interview 15). 
As well as parents expressing the idea that ECEC services needed to change to suit 
the age of the children, individuality was also valued by parents as a priority within 
the environment.  As children progressed chronologically, parents expressed a view 
that the ECEC service needed to provide a more structured framework to the day.  
This change in the way in which that environment was structured was seen to better 
prepare the young children for the more formal school environment, thereby affording 
the child a smooth transition. 
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Parents were eager to ensure that their child was prepared to perform well when they 
reached the age of formal schooling.  Parents tended to highlight academic skills as 
being an important aspect of ECEC services. Therefore, evidence of such academic 
skills is seen to be an important aspect of ECEC services as children get older. 
Parents indicated that they valued a level of structure to the ECEC service, as this 
would be advantageous in their child’s preparation for school.  For some parents, this 
meant providing children with routines such as when to eat and times to come 
together as a group while, for other parents, the focus was about completion of set 
activities and cognitive development. 
Some parents indicated that they were looking for an environment where staff were 
actively engaged in stimulating, challenging and scaffolding the children’s’ thinking 
and learning.  Structure, in some instances, was equated with more direct staff 
interaction with the children.  Parents looked for staff to help the children to find 
meaning in the learning experiences provided. 
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TABLE 5.8:  An ECEC service prepares children for further learning  
 
Salient features of the conception 
 
ECEC services create structured learning experiences. 
 
ECEC services prepare children for formal schooling. 
 
ECEC services are educational and develop fundamental learning and development 
opportunities. 
 
An ECEC services has a sound philosophical framework. 
 
An ECEC service caters for individual needs, interests and abilities. 
CATEGORIES OF DESCRIPTION AS SUBJECT-OBJECT 
RELATIONS: THE OUTCOME SPACE 
Having identified the eight categories of description of ECEC services and described 
each category in detail, a schema representing pictorially the eight subject-object 
relations in this study is presented in Figure 5.9.  From this schema the dimensions, in 
terms of how the conceptions could be distinguished, emerge.  These are: 
1. a physical dimension – where the location and availability of services caters to 
the needs of the family. 
2. a personnel dimension – where ECEC services are judged according to the 
personnel who work within the environment.  That is, the personal and 
professional attributes that the staff bring to the ECEC service.  
3. a personal dimension – where the ECEC service is judged according to how     
the individual children and their family are catered for and responded to within 
the environment. 
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SUBJECT    CHARACTER OF RELATION              OBJECT 
 
PHYSICAL DIMENSION 
 
ECEC service     demographically convenient   parents 
Category  
 
ECEC service       safe, secure and hygienic    children 
Category  
 
 
 
PERSONNEL DIMENSION 
 
ECEC service             provides a routine              children 
Category  
 
ECEC service           caring and nurturing                   children 
Category  
 
ECEC service                               trained and qualified staff   children 
Category  
 
ECEC service                         values parents and keeps them informed                  parents 
 
Category 
 
 
 
 
PERSONAL DIMENSION 
 
 
ECEC service    prepares for further learning             children 
Category  
 
 
ECEC service     socialisation    children 
Category  
 
 
FIGURE 5.9:  The categories of description as relationships between subject and 
object: Outcome space. 
The schema shows that the formal structure of the categories of description can be 
depicted in terms of subject-object relationships that helps to differentiate amongst the 
conceptions of ECEC services, by locating them in three different dimensions, those 
being  physical, personnel and personal.  
The ‘demographically convenient’ and ‘safe, secure and hygienic’ conceptions are 
placed in the physical dimension since they relate to the physical attributes that 
parents see as necessary in ECEC services.  Parents expressed these two conceptions 
in terms of proximity, accessibility, flexibility and availability, as well as ECEC 
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services needing to be safe and secure environments for young children.  There is a 
belief that ECEC services that physically cater to these conceptions suit the needs of 
young children and their families. 
In the personnel dimension, parents list skills and attributes that ECEC staff need to 
demonstrate as a condition of catering for young children and their families.  
Accordingly, the conceptions of ‘trained and qualified staff’, ‘caring and nurturing’, 
‘values parents and keeps them informed’ and ‘provides a routine’ are positioned 
here.  Parents described the need for staff to be well-qualified, trained and 
experienced, in order to enable them to provide a caring and nurturing atmosphere.  A 
routine was also recognised as an important element for an ECEC service to possess, 
although it was stressed that the staff needed to approach the routine within the ECEC 
service in a flexible manner. 
In the personal dimension, it is the linking of the physical and the personnel 
dimensions in the context of practice that sets the ‘socialisation’, ‘prepares them for 
further learning’ apart from the others.  Further, these conceptions can be 
distinguished from the others because they couple the attributes of the physical 
environment and the personnel’s qualifications, training, skills and abilities and 
attributes with young children’s learning within the ECEC service context.  Here, 
parents do not understand the ECEC service as a physical environment with personnel 
who possess a list of attributes pertinent to performing duties within an environment.  
They understand the ECEC service in an integrated way, as a holistic and complex 
environment catering for young children and their families that is situated in a 
particular context. 
CHAPTER SUMMARY 
The parents of young children in this study are seen to hold multiple understandings 
of ECEC services.  This phenomenographic analysis of semi-structured interviews 
examined these multiple perspectives.  
The first part of this chapter clarified the way in which the results of the data analysis 
were presented in this thesis. It was important to give meaning to how those 
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categories were developed.  Following guidance from the research of others 
(Entwistle, 1997; Svensson & Theman, 1983), the results of the analysis of data were 
presented in three complementary ways.  First, at the beginning of each category of 
description, the subject-object relationship was identified and presented in a 
diagrammatic form.  This process enabled the focus upon the referential or meaning 
component of each conception.  Second, excerpts from the interviews were used 
throughout the text, as is the tradition of reporting phenomenographically (Entwistle, 
1997; Marton, 1981a, 1986, 1988a, 1998b).  These excerpts were quoted verbatim and 
were in italics and indented, as well as being assigned a number to identify the 
interview number.  Third, an overview of each of the categories of description was 
presented in tabular form representing the salient features of each category.  
Throughout this process, a balance was sought between using the actual words of the 
parents and the analytical comments of the researcher.  This ensured that the meaning 
of each category was delimited and thus, identifying the variation among categories 
was possible. 
In the subsequent part of this chapter, the eight conceptions of ECEC services were 
identified and constructed as categories of description.  Following from this, each 
category of description was related to one another. This relationship was represented 
in a schema of subject-object relationships.  At this stage of the analysis, it was 
posited that the variation among the conceptions could be understood in terms of three 
dimensions, those being a physical, a personnel and a personal dimension of the 
conception.  In its entirety, this chapter has represented the ways that this particular 
group of parents understood ECEC services.   
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CHAPTER SIX: GROUNDED THEORY AS A MEANS OF 
EXPLORING CHOICE OF ECEC SERVICES 
INTRODUCTION 
This chapter focuses on the second phase of analysis of this study, which is the 
application of orthodox grounded theory to the data.  The first phase of analysis, as 
outlined in the previous chapters, focused on the research question, “What are parent 
conceptions of ECEC services?”  In this chapter, orthodox grounded theory is used to 
analyse the interview data in relation to the second research question, “How do 
parents choose ECEC services?”  This research question investigates the “socially 
significant practices of individuals” (Chaiklin, 1993, p.384).  In this instance, it is the 
socially significant practice of parents choosing ECEC services that is important.  As 
with phenomenography, the first analytic approach used in this thesis, grounded 
theory focuses on describing the different ways in which a particular group of people 
understand phenomena in the world around them.  However, as previously discussed 
in Chapter three, the use of orthodox grounded theory was complementary to the 
initial phenomenographic approach, allowing the researcher to apply a different lens 
to understand the processes of parent choice of services. 
Orthodox grounded theory is an inductive research methodology capable of theory 
building and is suited to research that explores the symbolic negotiations among 
actors within a defined field (Glaser, 1978; 1998; 2001). In other words, grounded 
theory explores how people define reality and how their beliefs are related to their 
actions.   In this case, symbolic negotiations are understood as being representative of 
the interactions between the person and the context. The context is ECEC services, 
the actors are parents and the focus of analysis is their choice of service.  This analytic 
method has the ability to provide an explanation of the variation in the patterns of 
choice of ECEC services by the parent participants in the study.  The orthodox 
grounded theory approach used in this second stage of analysis is complementary to 
the phenomenographic analysis, discussed previously, where the focus was the 
phenomenon of ECEC services as experienced by parents of young children.  
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The methodology of grounded theory was described originally by Glaser and Strauss 
(1967) and then further elaborated upon by Glaser (1978; 1998; 2001).  The original 
understandings of grounded theory are known as “orthodox grounded theory” (Glaser 
& Strauss (1967, p.2). Orthodox grounded theory is a systematic research 
methodology that adheres to a number of key principles.  These principles include the 
use of the constant comparative method of data analysis, theoretical memoing, 
theoretical sampling and data saturation.  This methodology is non-linear and 
iterative, involving interactions between the methods of data collection and analysis.  
Orthodox grounded theory, as an interpretative approach, relies heavily on the domain 
of symbolic interactionism that is discussed shortly.  Later in this chapter, key 
differences between orthodox grounded theory and grounded theory will be discussed, 
with coding one key area of difference. 
This chapter has four sections. The first section discusses symbolic interactionism as a 
theoretical base for orthodox grounded theory.  The second section provides a 
rationale for the use of orthodox grounded theory.  The third section describes the 
corresponding foundational principles and procedures of the orthodox grounded 
theory approach, and outlines the processes that were adhered to throughout this 
second stage of analysis of the interview transcripts.  Finally, the fourth section is a 
discussion of the limitations of orthodox grounded theory in this particular study. 
SYMBOLIC INTERACTIONISM AS A THEORETICAL BASE FOR 
ORTHODOX GROUNDED THEORY 
Within the research literature, grounded theory is regarded as emerging from the 
symbolic interaction tradition within social science (Chenitz & Swanson, 1986; 
Locke, 2001). The symbolic interactionist perspective “posits that humans act and 
interact on the basis of symbols which have meaning and value to the actors” (Stern, 
Allen & Moxley, 1984, p. 203).  The concept of generating meaning and its influence 
on social behaviour is central to symbolic interactionism. 
Symbolic interactionism, within the interpretative research tradition, has its roots in 
the ‘American Pragmatism’ school of thought (Locke, 2001).  This school of thought 
emphasised both the symbolic and the social nature of human behaviour and the 
connection between research subjects and the situation under study.  Indeed, Mead 
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(1967) argued that humans develop a sense of self through interaction with others and 
that this is done by a process of ascribing meaning to objects and actions that, in turn, 
one’s own actions are based upon.  According to Mead (1967), understanding 
constructed meaning systems enables understanding the relationship between the 
individual and the society. 
Blumer (1969), further developing this line of thought, outlined three premises of 
symbolic interactionism.  First, people interpret the meaning of objects and then act 
towards them according to these interpretations.  In this sense, the term ‘object’ is 
inclusive of both physical objects and social objects.  Therefore, from this 
perspective, meaning is a dynamic construct that is inseparable from the interpretation 
of behaviour.  Second, the source of meaning is important.  Social interactions are 
important, as they deal with the meaning that is placed on the way that people act 
towards one another as they communicate together and, therefore, create meaning.  
Finally, there is the premise that meaning is constantly changing through ongoing 
interpretive processes.  That is, meaning is not a fixed entity.  Rather, meaning is 
modified through the interpretation of changing interactions, social situations and 
circumstances. These three premises of symbolic interactionism affirm that generation 
of meaning is germane human behaviour and, as such, this behaviour is dependent on 
the meaning-making process (Blumer, 1969).  
Moreover, orthodox grounded theory reflects the way in which symbolic 
interactionism orientates the research study towards behaviour, at both the symbolic 
and the interactional levels.  In sum, such a process involves understanding behaviour 
from the participants’ perspectives in order to learn how they ascribe meaning to 
social interaction and, therefore, generate their own meaning of their world. 
RATIONALE FOR SELECTION OF GROUNDED THEORY 
METHODOLOGY 
The rationale for grounded theory, as an analytic method to answer the question of 
parent choice, occurred in the context of the study’s interpretative research paradigm 
and the nature of this particular part of the investigation.  Such a method has the 
capacity to generate theory about the main issues facing parents when choosing ECEC 
services and of understanding.  Grounded theory, like phenomenography, is a 
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methodology capable of building theory and is particularly beneficial in situations 
where little is known of the social phenomenon under investigation (Glaser & Strauss, 
1967; Hutchinson, 1986).  As with the previous phenomenographic analysis, which 
focused on conceptions of ECEC services, little was known about how parents, in this 
particular demographic location, chose ECEC services for their young children.  
Morse (1994) labelled grounded theory as the “method of choice” (p.223), in 
situations whereby the phenomenon under investigation is a process.  The term 
“process”, in this circumstance, is described as “linking of sequences of actions and/or 
interactions as they pertain to the management of, control over, or response to, a 
phenomenon” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p.143).  As previously mentioned, grounded 
theory is an inductive, theory generating methodology where theory is generated 
from, or grounded in the data.  Such a methodology does not seek to impose upon the 
data preconceived notions held by the researcher, or existing theory.  For these 
reasons, grounded theory has been adopted for this second stage of analysis. 
Orthodox grounded theory 
Glaser and Strauss first described the concept of grounded theory in 1967 and then 
went on to elaborate it in subsequent texts (e.g., Glaser, 2001, 1998, 1992, 1978; 
Strauss, 1987; Strauss & Corbin, 1998, 1990).  Both Glaser and Strauss recognised 
that research work is undertaken by researchers in a variety of settings, with a variety 
of personal perspectives, experiences and qualities. They concluded that, due to such 
variability, it was not possible, nor even desirable to set down a rigid set of 
methodological procedures for applying grounded theory to research.  As stated by 
Strauss (1987), “a standardisation of methods… swallowed whole… taken 
seriously… would only constrain and stifle a social researcher’s best efforts” (p.7).   
However, since Glaser and Strauss’s (1967) construction of the process of grounded 
theory as a guideline, a number of prescriptions have emerged as to how the 
researcher should undertake the process of generating grounded theory (e.g., 
Hutchinson, 1986; Martin & Turner, 1986; Pandit, 1996).  Indeed, since the inception 
of grounded theory by Glaser and Strauss in 1967, intellectual as well as 
methodological differences between the two researchers developed.  Glaser (1992) 
labelled the changes made to the original methodology by Strauss (1987) and Strauss 
and Corbin (1998, 1990) as “non scholarly” (p.123), whilst detailing the differences 
 132
between their version and the original Glaserian or orthodox grounded theory 
(Andriopoulos & Gosti, 2001; Andriopoulos & Lowe, 2000; Brooks, 1998).  This 
study is guided by the Galserian model, which is the orthodox grounded theory that 
follows the guidelines and principles originally described in 1967 by Glaser and 
Strauss and further detailed by Glaser (e.g., 2001; 1998; 1992; 1978).   
Importantly, the major differences between the two versions of grounded theory exist 
within their respective coding paradigms.  To clarify, within orthodox grounded 
theory, the coding of data requires that the researcher constantly asks the critical 
question, “What is the main concern of the participants in this phenomenon and what 
accounts for most variation as they act to resolve this concern?”  Glaser (2001; 1998; 
1992; 1978) argues that this approach is more suited to emergence.  In contrast, 
Strauss and Corbin (1998) suggest that researchers need to ask a more exhaustive 
series of questions of their data.  Glaser (1978; 1998) puts forward the argument that 
such a process is more likely to lead to forcing preconceived notions upon the data.  
Further to the debate on data coding, Strauss and Corbin (1998) suggest that it is 
necessary to code words, phrases and sentences by listing all possible meanings.  
Glaser contends that this is not necessary, as what is important is the comparison of 
concepts and not their labelling. This view is supported by other researchers, who 
have adopted the coding paradigm of Strauss and Corbin, such as Brooks (1998), who 
found that such coding methods left him “with a sense of going nowhere… it was a 
difficult and unexciting process” (p.108).  Such a view further supports the decision to 
adopt a Glaserian or orthodox grounded theory approach. 
Fundamentally, the aim of this phase of analysis is the generation of theory grounded 
in the data.  The view adopted was that the Glaserian or orthodox methodology was 
more likely to achieve the research outcome.  That is, the comparison of concepts that 
emerge from the data is deemed important to this phase of analysis in the study. 
FOUNDATIONAL PRINCIPLES AND PROCEDURES OF ORTHODOX 
GROUNDED THEORY 
To maintain the integrity of orthodox grounded theory, it is important to adhere to the 
foundational principles of the theory.  Since its principles and general procedures 
distinguish orthodox grounded theory from other versions of grounded theory, it is 
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important that such a focus is evident throughout.  The following section describes the 
fundamental principles that govern the use of orthodox grounded theory. 
Like the bracketing process, discussed previously in Chapter four, orthodox grounded 
theory requires that the researcher approach the particular area of inquiry with an 
‘open mind’, acknowledging preconceived ideas or hypotheses that may restrict the 
way in which the emerging data are conceptualised.  To further clarify this principle, 
Glaser and Strauss (1967) express it as follows:  
One goes out and studies an area with a particular perspective, and with a focus, 
a general question or a problem in mind.  But the researcher can, and we believe 
should, also study an area without any preconceived theory that dictates, prior 
to research, ‘relevancies’ in concepts and hypotheses. (p. 33) 
 
Glaser and Strauss (1967) do not suggest that the researcher should enter the field 
with a ‘blank mind’.  Rather, they propose that the researcher enter the field with an 
‘informed mind”, one that is open to the notion of discovering new concepts.  In this 
way, the researcher is able to “be sufficiently theoretically sensitive so that [s]he can 
conceptualise and formulate a theory as it emerges from the data” (Glaser & Strauss, 
1967, p.46).  Such theoretical sensitivity refers to the researcher’s ability to think in a 
conceptual way about the patterns discovered in the data.  Glaser (1978) clearly 
recommends a process of reading widely around the topic, rather than focusing on 
literature closely related to the issue or situation being researched. 
 
A key procedure in orthodox grounded theory is the use of theoretical sampling.  This 
approach is used to maximise the opportunity to compare incidents within a category 
“in terms of properties and dimensions” (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p.202). In this 
study, the sampling technique for the orthodox grounded theory stage of analysis was 
the same as that of the phenomenographic stage.  The analytical method of orthodox 
grounded theory is brought to the data collected within the phenomenographic 
framework.  That is, data were collected through the same semi-structured interviews 
as used in the first phenomenographic stage.  The interview data were then analysed 
further using the coding methods advocated by Glaser and Strauss (1967) and further 
elaborated upon by Glaser (1978), which included open, selective and theoretical 
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coding procedures.  The implications here are that, while the traditional approach to 
collecting data within a grounded theory approach was not strictly followed, there was 
an abundance of data for analysis. 
APPLICATION OF ORTHODOX GROUNDED THEORY TO THIS 
STUDY 
Guided by the aforementioned foundational principles and procedures of orthodox 
grounded theory, the data set, used in the phenomenographic analysis, was analysed a 
second time.  This section clearly outlines the ways in which such principles and 
procedures were applied, in order to discover how parents chose ECEC services. 
Participants 
With orthodox grounded theory, as with phenomenography, the researcher is usually 
able to predetermine, at the outset of the study, the exact size of the sample for the 
study.  However, as this orthodox grounded theory analysis was undertaken with the 
same data set used for the phenomenographic analysis, this was not a matter that 
could be controlled for this phase alone.   
It was imperative that the participants had knowledge of the domain being studied.  
As this is the second stage of analysis, using the same data set as previously used in 
the phenomenographic analysis, it was necessary that parents had made a choice of, 
and had experience with, ECEC services. That is, each participant was interviewed 
once through the employment of a semi-structured interview process, with the data 
undergoing two different analyses.   
Data collection 
As stated previously, only one data set was used.  Questions related to the ways that 
parents choose ECEC services were included in the semi-structured interviews used in 
the phenomenographic phase, whereby the focus was understanding parent 
conceptions of ECEC services.  Indeed, this interview process proved effective in 
allowing participants to recount their conceptions of ECEC services and how they 
chose such services, in an “open and free manner” (Patton, 1990, p.69).   
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Interview transcripts and memos 
The verbatim interview transcripts collected for the phenomenographic phase of 
analysis were analysed a second time, using a grounded theory methodology. The 
process of writing codes in the margins of the transcripts, in order to identify 
properties of categories, is termed the process of memoing.  That is, notes containing 
important issues that had been identified were recorded following each day of 
interviews.  These preliminary memos were then used as a guide during the ongoing 
analysis of data.  It is important to note that the researcher incorporated the process of 
memoing immediately after data collection.  Memos were a means of documenting 
impressions that the researcher had, as well as a means of describing the situation.  
This study utilised two forms of memoing, in that the initial notes taken at the time of 
interviewing were then transferred to and further elaborated upon once the transcripts 
were produced.  This bank of information was then revisited, as a means of mapping 
the emerging grounded theory, as well as reorientating the researcher, at any given 
time, throughout the analysis stage of the research.  Following the initial memoing, 
interview numbers and transcript page numbers were added, linking memos to the 
data representing each category. 
Data analysis and coding 
Within orthodox grounded theory, data analysis uses the constant comparative 
method.  The basic aim of this method in orthodox grounded theory is the discovery 
of a core category or main theme that accounts for most variation in a pattern of 
behaviour (Glaser, 2001).  In essence, this core category is capable of explaining the 
basis of the emerging substantive theory.  The core category is identified through an 
iterative process.  In orthodox grounded theory, the coding process is undertaken in 
two ways.  The two processes of open coding and selective coding are discussed in 
detail in the following sections.  Coding continues until saturation has occurred, that 
is, all codes appear complete, with no new conceptual information available to 
indicate new codes or the expansion, or elaboration, of existing codes. However, in 
this particular case coding continued until all 23 interviews had been analysed in their 
entirety rather than stopping once saturation had occurred.   
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Open coding 
In the orthodox grounded theory approach utilised in this stage of analysis, the 
interview data were coded.  Open coding was the process by which categories and 
their associated properties were identified (Denscombe, 1998; Martin & Turner, 
1986).  During the open coding process, the data set was fractured into units for 
analysis manually under provisional categories.  These units were then systematically 
categorised and re-categorised in an effort to distill the quantity of data and, thus, 
obtain the essence of the categories and their properties.  This coding procedure, 
detailed below, has been used effectively in other grounded theory research (cf. 
Andriopoulos, 2000; Guthrie, 2001; Parry, 1997).  According to Glaser (2001), the 
following procedure could be used to capably and systematically generate the level of 
abstraction required for an integrated grounded theory. 
The sections relevant to service choice were isolated and coded.  That is, there was a 
process of open coding, or breaking down the data into distinct units of meaning.  The 
data set was conceptualised by identifying and naming concepts that reflected each 
discrete incident or event and writing these codes in the left hand margin adjacent to 
the transcription e.g., Category: Relationship with child.  To ensure consistency of 
coding, there was continuous comparison of incident-to-incident.   
Once this process was complete, labels were applied and comparison for similarities 
and differences between the categories followed. Within each category, similar 
“mentions” (Glaser, 2001, p.10), or indicators of choice of ECEC service were 
grouped together and the labels that were applied identified the “pattern of behaviour 
that was captured” (Glaser, 2001, p.10) e.g., For the category previously mentioned, 
Relationship with child, the indicators used to identify this category were Assessing 
the needs of their child and Responding to emotions of the child.  These concepts or 
indicators were then compared against one another and those that appeared to relate to 
the same phenomenon were clustered. 
Selective coding 
Once this process of open coding was completed, the researcher then moved on to the 
process of selective coding (Glaser, 1978), where coding was only in accordance with 
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the core category of the data.   At this stage, the following questions constructed by 
Glaser (1978) were asked:  
 What category does this ‘mention’ indicate? 
 What is actually happening in the data? (p. 57). 
Further to these questions, Martin and Turner (1986) suggest that, to identify common 
conceptual themes, the researcher should also ask: 
 Do any common themes connect these mentions and codes together? 
 If so, what is the theme that is reflected? (p.151). 
The researcher revisited the above-mentioned questions in order to clarify the 
direction of the analysis.  Each incident, or indicator of parent choice, was compared 
to others in forming the sub categories and then the sub categories were compared to 
each other, to ensure that they were mutually exclusive and covered the variation. 
Theoretical sorting  
Indicators of sub categories were identified and these were noted in memos, as 
previously outlined.  Interview numbers linked the memos to the data, representing 
the sub category.  As the research tended towards theoretical saturation, with evidence 
of an emerging core category, it was necessary to further sort the data fragments and 
resulting concepts in order to provide a framework for the emerging theory.  This 
process, referred to as “theoretical sorting” (Glaser, 1978, p.117), allowed the 
researcher to locate and order the conceptual elements of the emergent grounded 
theory.   As grounded theory is based on multi-indicator concepts and not single 
indicator concepts, the core category then served to sum up a pattern of behaviour by 
pulling together identified concepts that had a relationship to each other.  
Accordingly, Glaser (1978) summarises the criteria a core category must meet: 
 It must be central and account for a large proportion of behaviour 
 It must be based on recurring themes drawn from the data 
 It must relate meaningfully to other categories 
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 Analysis should be based on the core category 
 It should be modifiable (p.95) 
These criteria were adhered to throughout this grounded theory stage of analysis, 
through engagement in the process of constant comparison.  It was necessary to 
ensure that each of the sub categories identified and labelled related in a meaningful 
way to others, e.g. the sub category of parent choice is influenced by their 
understandings of childhood relates to the sub category of parent choice is influenced 
by an assessment of the needs of the child and the family.  It can be seen here that, in 
both instances, parent choice relates to the notion of contextual understandings and 
influences that the individual considers when choosing an ECEC service within the 
social context. 
Theory building 
Following the above-mentioned key questions, the researcher was led to the final 
stage in the coding process, which involved a process of reweaving the fractured 
transcripts, by way of developing a narrative that explained the properties and 
dimensions and connections within the sub categories.  This explanation of the 
phenomena under investigation became the theory generated from the data.  This 
phase of the study generated a substantive theory pertinent to how parents chose 
ECEC services for their young children.  It was through the process of systematic 
analysis and constant comparison of data, that the codes were reduced and grouped 
together in a way that was indicative of the relationship that existed between them, 
and thus led to the formation of the theoretical explanation of the phenomenon under 
study, in this instance, parent choice of ECEC services.  In this stage of analysis, these 
processes were undertaken manually.   
Theoretical saturation 
Traditionally, in the orthodox grounded theory approach, theoretical saturation is 
reached when the participants cease to add additional properties to the category under 
investigation.  That is, no new data are generating further new sub categories, or 
indicators of sub categories, as they relate to the core category.  However, as this 
orthodox grounded theory analysis was conducted using the same data set as collected 
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for the phenomenographic stage of this study, all 23 interviews were analysed.  
Specifically, the grounded theory pertaining to parent choice of ECEC services 
emerged from the data set as a whole. That is, a hypothesis was not developed, but 
rather the researcher discovered what theory accounted for the parents’ choice of 
ECEC services.   
The place of the literature 
Literature on parent choice was examined as potential themes or sub categories began 
to emerge from the data.  As such, the literature pertinent to those themes was woven 
together with the data.  That is, the literature was given the same status as the data set 
itself.  The preference adopted in this study was that of reading widely around the 
issues of ECEC services, whilst accessing literature specifically focussed on parent 
choice of ECEC service as it became relevant throughout the data analysis and coding 
processes. 
Just as a process of constant comparison was used in data coding, one was able to 
employ the same process in relation to accessing relevant literature.  As such, the 
process of data collection from the literature was undertaken concurrently to analysis 
of data from the transcripts, as well as throughout subsequent coding and memoing.  It 
can be seen then that by following this method of constant comparison throughout this 
phase of the study, the researcher was able to make sense of the data from the study 
and the data from the literature in such a way that the theory was thoroughly grounded 
within the research context. 
LIMITATIONS OF USING ORTHODOX GROUNDED THEORY IN 
THIS STUDY 
An important principle relevant to research within orthodox grounded theory is 
theoretical sensitivity.  Familiarisation with theoretical conceptualisations framing the 
approach was necessary prior to commencement of the orthodox grounded theory 
analysis (Glaser, 1978).  However, theoretical sensitivity developed as a result of 
undertaking such the process.    
Data were gathered, and initially analysed, using a phenomenographic framework.  
However, as orthodox grounded theory was the second stage of analysis undertaken in 
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this study, using the data gathered for the phenomenographic phase of analysis, 
theoretical saturation could not be explored to the fullest.  However, as argued, the 
application of orthodox grounded theory enhanced the richness of analysis of the data, 
as it was deemed necessary to further investigate parent choice of service for their 
child and, more importantly, their rationales for these actions and not only develop an 
understanding of parent conceptions of ECEC services.  The orthodox grounded 
theory analysis, therefore, added another dimension to the findings. 
Like the outcome space developed in the phenomenographic phase of the study, the 
grounded theory generated in this study, relating to parent choice of ECEC services, is 
not a general one (Glaser, 1978; Martin & Turner, 1986).  Rather, the theory is 
relevant to the particular group of parents participating in this study.  The theory 
generated in this particular study, as in other orthodox grounded theory studies is 
specific to this context, however, it is intended that such a theory could inform other 
similar contexts. 
CHAPTER SUMMARY 
In this study of parent conceptions and choice of ECEC services, analysis using 
orthodox grounded theory was used to discover how parents chose ECEC services for 
their young children.  The emphasis was on how parents understand the process of 
choosing ECEC services and, therefore, how they create meaning and make sense of 
this aspect of their reality.   
This chapter has outlined the theoretical underpinnings, principles and procedures of 
orthodox grounded theory, as well as outlining how these procedures were adhered to 
throughout this second stage of analysis in this study.  The constant comparative 
method of analysis involved coding the data for sub categories, comparing incidents 
applicable to each sub category, integrating sub categories and their properties, 
establishing links between sub categories, identifying the core category, relating all 
sub categories to the core process or category, delimiting the theory and writing the 
theory.  Thus, the outcome of this phase of analysis was the generation of a 
substantive theory capable of explaining the phenomenon of choice. 
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 CHAPTER SEVEN: GROUNDED THEORY ANALYSIS 
OF PARENT CHOICE OF ECEC SERVICES 
INTRODUCTION 
In the previous chapter, grounded theory was introduced as a useful means of analysis 
to explore the notion of parent choice of ECEC services.  The examination of the 
theoretical framework of grounded theory assisted in the establishment of clear 
guidelines for undertaking the second stage of analysis of the initial 
phenomenographic interview transcripts.  As Charmaz (2000) states, in talking about 
grounded theory, “grounded theory methods consist of systematic inductive 
guidelines for collecting and analysing data to build middle range theoretical 
frameworks that explain the collective data” (p.509).  That is, throughout the 
grounded theory process, the researcher develops analytic interpretations that inform 
the development and refinement of a grounded theory that explains the phenomenon 
under investigation. This is also applicable to orthodox grounded theory. The 
orthodox grounded theory analysis presented in this chapter assists in achieving an 
understanding of how parents in the Boyne Island area understand the choice that they 
make for their young child, in accessing an ECEC service.  
While orthodox grounded theory provided a useful analytic tool in this second 
analysis, the traditional method of orthodox grounded theory, as outlined previously, 
was customised to the complex nature of this study.  That is, the grounded theory 
analysis took place from the already existing interview transcripts that were collected 
within the phenomenographic design of the study.  This analysis was conducted as it 
provided a different lens for analysing parent choice of ECEC services.  In turn, it 
added an extra dimension to the study by generating a grounded theory to explain how 
parents chose ECEC services in the Boyne Island area. As such, the way that 
grounded theory was used in this work added greater depth to understanding the 
complexities of the data. 
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While the purpose of the first stage of analysis was to understand parent conceptions 
of ECEC services, this chapter explores how parents understand their choice of ECEC 
services. That is, the phenomenographic analysis focused on the ways in which 
parents understood or thought ECEC services should be, while the orthodox grounded 
theory investigated how parents made choices of ECEC services.  
The emphasis of grounded theory is one of ‘new’ theory generation and adds another 
dimension to this work by listening to parents about their choice of ECEC service.  
That is, the theory generated during the research process itself is a product of 
continuous interplay between the theory and the transcriptions throughout the data 
analysis.  The theory that is generated, as a consequence, is indeed one that is ‘new’ 
as it relates to this particular group of parents in this particular location.  This 
grounded theory analysis then, is seen as a means of generating an understanding of 
how parents in the Boyne Island area chose ECEC services.  
In this second stage of analysis, the researcher re-analysed all of the transcripts.  As 
the data set was the same as used in the first stage of the phenomenographic analysis, 
no additional data were collected for this second stage.  Usually in orthodox grounded 
theory, data collection and analysis continue until it is appears that no further 
evidence is emerging.  This verification technique is termed “category saturation” 
(Glaser, 1998, p.8; Strauss & Corbin, 1991).  Within the orthodox grounded theory 
approach, the developed grounded theory should be true to the data.  That is, the 
theory that results from the analysis should reflect the essence of the entire data set, as 
outlined indepth in the previous chapter.  
The goal of this chapter, therefore, is to develop a theory that, in Neuman’s (1994) 
terms, is both precise and rigorous and anchored in the evidence from the in-depth, 
semi-structured interviews.  Throughout the presentation of the orthodox grounded 
theory stage of analysis, relevant literature was introduced in order to enhance the 
“useful conceptual rendering and ordering of the data that explains the studied 
phenomena” (Charmaz, 2000, p.511). 
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GROUNDED THEORY 
The findings from the orthodox grounded theory analysis indicated that parent choice 
of ECEC services is complex.  While parents are influenced by their social context 
and their existing beliefs and understandings when they make their choice of an 
ECEC service, they are also influenced by more pragmatic concerns.  Therefore, what 
has been highlighted by the orthodox grounded theory analysis is that choice is both 
complex and pragmatic. That is, the complexity of life in regional communities at this 
particular time and place necessitates decision-making based on pragmatic 
considerations, as well as more idealistic notions.  For example, as Jenks (1996b) 
argues, the speed of social change, coupled with a sense of insecurity, discontinuity, 
uncertainty and the shrinking of the global village, characterises this era in which 
parents make choices for their children. As such, the symptoms of change highlighted 
by Jenks (1996b) tend to favour pragmatism over idealism. Thus, the social context 
that exists in this location may well be complex, and the choices parents make echo 
that complexity as well as the pragmatics of their situation. 
The in-depth interviews revealed a process in which parents engaged with their social 
contexts, in order to reach their final decision about choice of ECEC services, that is, 
to explore how parents decided on the ECEC service for their child. The new theory 
developed to describe this process of choosing an ECEC service, within this location 
is: Parents make complex and pragmatic choices within social contexts.  The analysis 
of the data developed new theoretical understandings of the pragmatic choices that 
emphasise demographic convenience, availability and hearsay.  Such choices conflict 
with the traditional notion that parent choice in relation to the care and education of 
their children is necessarily evidenced in complex processes and decision-making, 
such as what best suits the individual child.  For example, no parent indicated that 
they would choose an ECEC service on the basis of suitability for each individual 
child in their family.  Rather, parents were more likely to make pragmatic decisions 
that did not add to the complexities that they were already facing in their life 
circumstance. Thus, when making choices about ECEC services, parents are not 
necessarily only considering the well-being of their child.  Rather, decisions often 
reflect multiple realities, in relation to their personal and family situations, that may 
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lead to pragmatic decisions.  Such decisions are also grounded within a specific social 
context. 
CORE CATEGORY 
As discussed above, parents of young children made their decision about their choice 
of ECEC services, within their social contexts.  In-depth interviews with parents 
revealed a process in which parents engaged with their social contexts, that is, they 
considered the local context, opinions of others, availability and suitability of 
services, in order to reach their final decision about an ECEC centre.  Using the 
criteria for a core category developed by Glaser (1978), as outlined in the previous 
chapter, the core category of contextual understandings and influences on choice of 
ECEC service, accounted for a large proportion of the choice of ECEC services by the 
participants in this study, evidenced by the recurrence of themes throughout the 
interview transcripts.  
Contextual understandings and influences relate to the conceptual understandings of 
the meaning of choice of ECEC services expressed by parents.  That is, this category 
describes the phenomenon of parent choice of ECEC services within the context of 
Boyne Island, Queensland. Whilst the work of Rogoff (1990; 2003) is framed by a 
Vygotskian perspective, her work concurs with the approach of this study, in relation 
to her notion of the impact of one’s cultural context and is also a useful means of 
highlighting the ways in which social context impacts upon choice making.  Thus, 
how parents engage in choice making can be viewed as being influenced by the 
cultural context, where cultural values, skills and social practices influence thinking.  
Therefore, it is reasonable to argue that contextual understandings and influences 
work to produce the choices that parents make, within particular cultural and social 
contexts. The themes representing the meanings of choice of ECEC services are 
described in terms of sub categories and are discussed in the following section.  
SUB CATEGORIES 
The orthodox grounded theory analysis of interview transcripts yielded four sub 
categories, which described how choice of ECEC services was made. Each sub 
category represents a discrete conceptual notion in the process of choice.  That is, 
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each sub category describes different ways in which parents discuss the choices that 
they have made in relation to choosing ECEC services. The four sub categories are 
labelled: 
1. parent relationship with child,  
2. influence of significant others, 
3. parent understandings of childhood, 
4. maximising the child’s potential.   
These categories generate an understanding of the social processes in which parents 
engaged when they made decisions about ECEC services for their young children. 
Each sub category, as outlined above is related to the others, as well as to the core 
category, contextual understandings and influences on choice of ECEC service, as 
discussed and further elaborated upon in Table 7.2.  In order to generate a deeper 
understanding of this new theory that has been developed as a consequence of this 
analysis, each sub category is examined.  What is evident also, throughout the 
analysis of each of the sub categories, is that the core category of contextual 
understandings and influences on choice of ECEC service relates logically to the four 
other sub categories of relationship with child; influence of significant others in the 
community; understandings and value of childhood; and maximising the child’s 
potential.   
As indicated in the phenomenographic analysis, these parents described what they 
were looking for in ECEC service as, venues for: 
• socialisation;  
• safe, secure and hygienic environments;  
• routine;  
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• valuing and informing parents;  
• caring and nurturing;  
• preparation for further learning;  
• having trained and professional staff;  
• being demographically convenient.   
However, a causal link did not emerge between what they described an ECEC service 
to be, and factors that were considered to be important when choosing such services 
for their children. That is, there was no direct evidence identified that linked certain 
understandings of ECEC services with choice of services. In this respect, it is possible 
to conclude that parent choices were not always directly informed by their 
understandings or conceptions of ECEC services. 
The factors that informed each sub category, or theme, that supported the construction 
of the core category, contextual understandings and influences on choice of ECEC 
service, will be discussed now in turn.  The categories were developed through the 
iterative processes outlined in depth in the previous chapter.  These processes 
included memoing, open coding, selective coding and theoretical sorting.  In this way, 
each category is labelled in such a way as to explicitly describe the main concept prior 
to the identification of a series of indicators, used to illustrate the complexities of each 
of the categories.  Quotations from the interview transcripts have been selected to 
highlight each of the indicators contained within each sub category.  
1. Parent choice is influenced by an assessment of the needs of the child and the 
family  
Indicators -  Assessing needs of their child and family 
 Responding to reaction of the child 
This category describes the ways in which parent choice was influenced by the 
parent’s assessment of the needs of the child and the family and how the reactions of 
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the child impacted on that choice of ECEC service. McKim (2000), whose Canadian 
research examined the demand, use and satisfaction with childcare services by 
parents, highlights this understanding, when postulating that “psychological and 
social characteristics of families play a significant role in childcare choice” (p.147). 
McKim’s (2000) research then supports the notion that characteristics unique to 
particular families will play a role in determining how such families are influenced in 
their choice of ECEC services.  Additionally, McKim (2000) argues that parents 
choose an ECEC service that supports the unique needs of the children within 
families. Parents considered many different factors in choosing an ECEC service 
based on their assessment of the needs of their child and the family, including the 
needs, interests and abilities of their child at the time; how the service catered and 
responded to the needs of the family; as well as how the child responded to the 
particular ECEC service. Thus, the relationship between family needs and the child’s 
needs was a significant factor influencing choice in this respect. 
There was a tendency for parents to be influenced by their understanding of the 
individual needs of their child.  Parents were of the view that it was important for the 
ECEC service to be able to respond to the child in an individualised manner. That is, 
how the staff in the centre interacted with the child.  Comments supporting this notion 
included:  
Ryland was happy.  Because he’s a very different child so I felt that the 
teacher was able to cope with his needs and that was very important to me.  
Very important to me because I wouldn’t see that everybody would be able to 
cope with Ryland and his behaviour, he’s got ADHD and that’s something I’m 
coming to terms with myself and I know that they will look at him and know 
how he is and staff that were going to cater to his needs in all respects 
(Interview16). 
Where the teacher is aware of every child’s individual differences (Interview 
15). 
Parents observed that the child’s individual needs were recognised within the ECEC 
service and, therefore, felt confident in leaving the child in that environment.  The 
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parent was also aware of, and comfortable with, the teacher’s ability to cope with 
challenges that she may face of being able to respond to individuals within the 
service. This is seen to be an important aspect in choosing an ECEC service and, 
according to Elliott (2003), parents identify pedagogic approaches that they think will 
facilitate the education and care of their child.   
Furthermore, one parent described the notion of the importance of the ECEC service 
being able to cater to the specific age group in a particular way:  
I thought they were really good in concentrating on that age group and 
teaching what they needed to know, and the staff were very nice and good to 
the children and treated each child as if they were individuals.  I found with 
all 3 [children] they dealt with them as, well my third one hasn’t started yet, 
but I know that he has already been to them for an induction and I know that 
they will look at him and know how he is (Interview 3). 
What the above-mentioned quotation illustrates is that parents are seeking an ECEC 
service that caters to the individual child in an individualised and age appropriate 
manner. 
Parents also look for an environment that takes account of the changing nature of the 
child’s needs, interests and abilities. They expressed the idea that the needs of the 
child changed with age and that it was necessary that the ECEC service recognised 
and catered for them.  This notion of changing needs, according to age, is consistent 
with Bennett (2001), in light of observations of infant-toddler and preschool centres in 
Reggio Emilia, Italy, where it is seen to be extremely important that children are 
treated as children and that their changing needs, interests and abilities are recognised 
and catered for.  Such a notion is supported in the following quotation, where the 
parent chose the ECEC service based on her perceptions of how that environment was 
able to cater to all aspects of her child’s development as well as her well-being. 
When I made my choices, the place had to have very, very nice staff that were 
going to cater to her needs in all respects, because at that age it was very 
important for her to feel secure.  They really had to be loving with her, and be 
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patient and tolerant, well that differed, as Anna got older.  The quality of care, 
were they spending time with Anna and treating her as a little being not just a 
child who slept and put stimulation in front of her and leave her?  They 
changed her regularly, and they played with her and she got her sleeps.  But 
as she got older I expected much more of my day care … to give her some 
educational experiences, do some cooking, do some puzzles, reading books, 
being creative with her as well (Interview 15). 
 
In this quotation, the parent chose the ECEC service based on her understandings of 
the needs of her child at different ages. Such understandings of her child are 
influenced by both psychological and sociological rhetoric that works to produce 
particular understandings of childhood and the needs of children at particular ages 
(Dahlberg, Moss & Pence, 2002; Moss, 2003; Prout, 2003).  
 
Parents explained that their choice of service was influenced by the way in which the 
ECEC service was seen to be able to cater to their family needs as well.  They 
perceived that it was important for the family, as a whole, to be welcomed and 
accepted. This finding is consistent with the National Childcare Accreditation Council 
(2002) Quality Improvement and Accreditation System Handbook, where the 
establishment of a relationship between parents and professionals, based on mutual 
respect, remains fundamental to the notion of quality in childcare. In the following 
excerpt, the parent believed that being welcome in the ECEC service, as a family was 
extremely important to the development of such a relationship.  For example: 
 
I always felt welcome, the children were always welcome, the family was 
always welcome, it was like a huge big family and that is really important 
(Interview 16). 
 
Furthermore, parents also looked to choose an ECEC service that was both 
understanding and accepting of different family structures. The ways in which the 
family is perceived and, therefore, the ways in which the ECEC service accepts and 
accommodates the family, have a profound influence on how the family participates 
in that service (McKim, 2000).  That is, parents expressed the fact that the centre staff 
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developed a respectful relationship with the family, one that enveloped difference and 
diversity.  This was an important influence on their choice: 
    
It was very, very important to us that we went to an early childhood 
environment where they accepted us as a couple and Tommy and he didn’t 
have to pay the cost of being in a different sort of family structure.  That was 
extremely important to us and we spent a long time questioning and observing 
if there was any stereotyping going on in the environment that we were going 
to send our child to (Interview 19). 
 
It is clear in this quotation that the notions of respect and diversity are important 
factors when parents engage in choice making. 
 
The needs of each member of the family are important. That is, the parent sometimes 
considered their own needs when choosing the ECEC service, as well as that of their 
children.  Such a notion indicates that, sometimes, family preference is as important 
as the individual needs of the child. For example: 
 
Oh, I really, really loved it because I could meet people.  The first thing I was 
new to Gladstone, Ryland was new to Gladstone we didn’t have any social 
network, so as soon as he started pre-school, I got to know so many people.  
Everyone was so friendly … But, I loved the fact that I could meet so many 
people and those people are now my really close friends (Interview 16).   
 
In this instance, the choice of ECEC service met the socialisation needs of the parent 
as well as the child.  The ECEC service was not chosen in the first place with her own 
needs in mind rather, her increased social opportunity was an unanticipated outcome. 
As stated, parents also described choice of ECEC service more pragmatically, in 
terms of how the ECEC service best suited their familial needs, not necessarily their 
child’s needs.   
 
Some parents expressed their choice as being influenced by convenience of location 
or proximity to home or workplace, as is evidenced in the following examples: 
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 I just chose the one that was down the road because it was easiest and they 
were nice, and well, you choose from the environments that are available 
within that area because you are not going to travel for an hour to take your 
child to a centre (Interview 1).  
 
When I chose the pre-school for Ryland I really didn’t think about it I suppose.  
When you ask me that question it makes me sound as if I am very lacksidasical 
and have no education at all.  But I, my husband found a house with his 
company that they bought and he came up and it happened to be, your pre-
school happened to be the nearest pre-school, so I rang up and enrolled him.  
And that’s how I chose you, and once we moved up here it was just location, 
because we were living close and for pre-school it was close to work 
(Interview 16).  
 
Interview 16 demonstrates the complexity of choice of ECEC service that may occur 
within this social context.  It is evident that the choice of service was influenced in the 
first place by pragmatics of proximity.  However, as is also illustrated in the 
abovementioned quotations, the parent was influenced by socialisation opportunities 
for herself as well. 
 
Parents also looked for an ECEC service that was able to offer a transport service.  
Such a service was deemed to be convenient in being able to meet familial needs: 
 
It really didn’t worry me as long as they loved my children and they could fit 
them in on the days I wanted them to be there, that really wasn’t an issue, I 
was just too stressed to worry about that and I suppose it got easier and easier 
to put them in for more and more time because they were happy, the people 
were happy to have them, they loved them and I was a better person when they 
came home because I had had a break from them, even though there’s not 
many pre-schools down here to choose from, I basically sent them to the one 
that the childcare centre would deliver them to.  So that was a really big issue.  
A really big issue because they needed to go, I was busy I couldn’t come in 
and get them and take them to pre-school.  I picked them at the end but the 
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childcare centre dropped them from childcare to pre-school and I picked them 
up at 3pm (Interview 17).  
 
Another pragmatic influence on parent choice of ECEC services was one of 
availability to meet family needs.  In this way, the ECEC service was chosen if it was 
able to place the child on the days that best suited the parent. McKim’s (2000) 
research supports this notion, when she demonstrates that: 
 
What goes on inside childcare settings is less influential to parental decision 
making than are external variables such as family demographics, and social and 
cultural issues … that internal family dynamics also play a major role in 
the demand, use of, and satisfaction with childcare services. (p.7)  
 
Parents described the existing relationships evident in their particular family, as being 
an important influence upon their choice of ECEC service. The parent was influenced 
by the reactions of the child.  That is, the parent considered how the child would be in 
a particular ECEC service and that understanding influenced their choice. Parents 
took account of the child’s affective behaviour, in terms of the child’s acceptance and 
willingness to attend a particular ECEC service chosen for them. The following 
quotations illustrate how parents take into account the child’s reaction to the ECEC 
service:  
 
Happy children.  At the end of the day my child comes out of that place happy 
not with a lot of “I don’t want to go back there Mummy? So that is the big 
picture for me, because I think kids tell it all (Interview 13).  
 
I think the final decision was the fact that both the kids wanted to go to that 
day-care centre.  They were happy to go to the day-care centre, you’d pick 
them up and they would still have the smile on the face that you had left them 
with.  We have never had to struggle with tears of a morning or an afternoon, 
and I took it on the way the kids were with the carers and stuff, how they 
reacted to it, if they were not happy then I’d go somewhere else, but that’s 
only happened once.  If they didn’t get along with the carers, people clash 
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sometimes, and if they weren’t happy going there and got upset, I just 
wouldn’t take them (Interview 5).   
 
Such statements indicate that children influenced the parents’ choice of services. That 
is, the parent not only considered the child’s non-verbal responses to the ECEC 
services, but also was interested in the child’s positive reaction to their attendance at 
the service. Moss and Petrie (2002) support the idea of children participating actively 
in their world of essential relationships and activities, with the notion that children 
have rights as part of their social group.  Thus, parents were influenced by the child’s 
positive response to the ECEC service, taking note of their reactions to attending a 
particular ECEC service. In this quotation, the parent choice of service needed to be 
supported by the child, verbally and/or non-verbally.  
 
Within this sub category, parents highlighted the ways in which their choice of ECEC 
service was mediated by the way in which the service was perceived to meet the 
needs of their child as well as their family. That is, parents were looking for a service 
that was able to treat the child as an individual, whilst, at the same time, accepting and 
catering to the needs of their family.  In making their decision regarding which 
service best met their child’s individual needs, as well as the family needs, parents 
were guided by the reactions of the child to attending the service.    
 
2. Parent choice is influenced by significant others outside the family 
Indicators -   Balancing options 
  Expression of previous experiences 
  Maximising opportunities 
Data analysis revealed that parent choice was influenced by the opinion of others 
within the social context.  In this instance, parents gathered information about the 
attributes of different ECEC services and how other parents have experienced those 
services.  The opinions of other parents were sought rather than gaining information 
from a direct source, such as the ECEC services themselves. Parents expressed the 
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notion that their choice of ECEC service was guided by hearsay, rather than making a 
choice independently according to market information available.   
Gaining the opinions of others who had utilised the ECEC service beforehand, and 
who therefore had previous experience, was important to parents in considering 
ECEC services.  For example: 
 
I knew that here the pre-school and the school had a good reputation just from 
hearsay (Interview 3).   
 
Parents also commented on how their initial impressions influenced their choice of 
ECEC service, after they had gathered information from other parents in the 
community.  That is, hearsay, contributed to how the parent initially gathered 
information to inform her choice, however, her own positive emotional response to 
the service further supported her decision. This is illustrated in the same interview, 
where the parent explained how her own impression also impacted upon her 
satisfaction with the choice of ECEC service that she had made, when the parent 
states: Yes just the whole feel just felt right (Interview 3). 
 
However, having sufficient information from these indirect sources was seen to also 
be important in drawing comparisons between different ECEC services.  The hearsay 
present in the community was a powerful tool employed by parents, in this case, 
mothers.  This notion is supported by both Brennan (1998) and Ruddick (1997), who 
found that the well-being of children constitutes a classic sphere of activity for co-
operative and creative action.  In this way, it can be seen that parents are pooling their 
local knowledge to assist in the process of choosing an ECEC service.  The following 
quotations highlight this aspect: 
 
 I picked this place based on what other people had chosen and commented 
and mentioned what a great pre-school teacher they had and the teachers aid 
was a lovely person as well (Interview 12). 
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I had heard that the childcare or the day care that he went to was good.  I like 
word of mouth … to see exactly whether Tannum is better for me than Boyne 
(Interview 14). 
 
Parents also commented on how their choice of ECEC service was not only 
influenced by the verbal comments made by others in the community, but by the 
actions of other parents, e.g.: 
 
And we live in an area where we are basically all the same sort of people.  We 
live on acreage, up the road is a doctor and we are really quite friendly and 
they sent their children there, so I figured well, they wouldn’t have sent their 
children there if these people weren’t educated and well, clean.  So I sent my 
children there, because that’s really important because you know like, I 
couldn’t let them go to somewhere there were children where they could get 
head lice or something like that, that just wouldn’t have been on (Interview 
18).  
 
From the above excerpt, it can be seen that this parent legitimated her choice of ECEC 
service in terms of her perception of the actions of a ‘significant other’ in the locality.  
In this way, the choice of ECEC service was influenced by the ways in which other 
parents conceptualised the maximisation of opportunities provided within the ECEC 
service.  This is indicative of how important hearsay was to parents in making such a 
critical choice. 
 
The opinions and perceptions of other parents, in relation to how they had understood 
their own child’s development and learning, were also important considerations.  The 
following excerpt illustrates this point: 
 
They thought they were really good in concentrating on that age group and 
teaching what they needed to know and they said that they will do what each 
child needs and teach them what they need (Interview 3). 
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In this category parent choice of ECEC services was guided by input from others 
about the best options available. Parents used the information and opinions of others 
to assist in the decision about which ECEC service would best maximise the 
opportunities available to them and their children.  
3. Parent choice is influenced by their understandings of childhood 
Indicators –  Expression of personal values 
The parents were influenced by their understandings of what they wished childhood to 
be like for their children.  They then sought to choose an ECEC service that appeared 
to hold similar perspectives. This view concurs with a study conducted by Elliott 
(2003), in the western area of Sydney, where the interconnectedness between centre 
and home was seen to be an important criterion for parents assessing the quality of 
services for young children.  
Parents viewed ECEC services as providing opportunities for their children to feel 
secure, comfortable and stimulated, whilst at the same time, making connections 
between the home and centre environments, e.g.: 
I don’t know, somewhere my kids felt at home and were really comfortable.  
And a happy environment and very, like, lots for them to do.  Not so that they 
were sitting dormant, I like to be able to feel that they can go and do this one 
day, something else the next day … lots of variety (Interview 2). 
Therefore, one value identified by parents as important was the opportunity for their 
child to actively engage in the environment.  There was evidence that they chose the 
ECEC service with this in mind.  An additional condition that parents based their 
decision on was whether or not the parent expectations and the ECEC service 
expectations married. This condition is illustrated in the following excerpt: 
I thought that it was very important that they had the same sort of boundaries 
at school as they did when they were at home and the children felt special, 
they felt that they were given time, they were listened to (Interview 20).    
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Parents expressed the notion that the teacher was important in ensuring that the child 
was comfortable in the environment and that they valued childhood in a way that the 
parent wished.  The need for the development of a positive, supportive relationship 
between the ECEC staff and the family has also been emphasised by Honig (1998), 
who states “rapport and good will through specific attention to close positive 
communication between staff and parents in early childhood settings is essential” 
(p.18).  Parents expressed the view that it is not simply the environment that needs to 
be conducive to supporting the child, but it is important that the staff have a particular 
disposition to their child and to their work with young children.  The way in which the 
staff communicated with the children, as well as the family, was another important 
consideration in the way that parents measured the teacher’s ability to maximise their 
child’s potential.  The following excerpts highlight this point: 
 
Basically I suppose regardless of what resources you have, the environment 
with each carer brings out the most for the children.  You can have the best 
resources available, everything opens and shuts, can be immaculately clean, 
all those types of things, but if the person isn’t a person who cares about the 
children and has their best interests at heart, they are not going to enjoy being 
there and are not going to want to be there (Interview 10).   
 
Communication would be very important, how the staff treats you as a parent 
and especially or probably more so how the staff treats my child and whether 
they’re, I am very conscious of when you meet someone like that, that they talk 
to your child not just you and tell you about the centre but tell the child about 
the centre because it is the child that is going to be attending or whatever 
(Interview 7).  
 
Moreover, formal qualifications were also an important factor in parent choice of 
ECEC services. Parents felt confidence in the teachers if they were qualified, as it was 
perceived that qualified staff had a better understanding of children and an ability to 
work more effectively in the service.  Ball’s recent work (2003) speaks to this point, 
regarding the performativity of teachers in post-modern times, particularly in terms of 
discourses of the market and micro-economic reform.  Ball (2003) attests to this 
perception of parents, stating that “teachers are subject to judgements, measurements, 
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comparisons and targets… there is a sense of being constantly judged in different 
ways, by different means, according to different criteria through different agents and 
agencies” (p.220).  In Ball’s terms, parents (and other individuals and groups) judge, 
measure and compare the teacher according to the criteria of training and 
qualifications, as is evidenced in the following quotation: 
 
They have to be qualified, you know, to undertake some sort of education- 
based facility in the early childhood is a must.  So they can understand the 
reasons why they are doing the things they are doing.  And I think it’s a 
process of learning, yeh and I think duty of care, comes into play.  You have to 
be accountable for the actions that you take and therefore if they are not 
qualified, how are they going to know how to look after my child and have the 
educational based program and how can I get that if the staff aren’t qualified 
(Interview 5). 
 
In this category, parent choice of ECEC service is influenced by the way in which that 
service attends to how the parent wishes their child to experience the environment.  In 
this way, the ‘goodness of fit’ between the parents and the ECEC staff understandings 
of childhood is an important notion. The staff and the environment are deemed 
important elements, ensuring that the ECEC service in fact, mirrors the personal 
values of parents. 
 
 
4. Parent choice is influenced by their perceived maximising of the child’s potential 
Indicators –  Assessing and maximising potential  
Parents were influenced by the notion of expected outcomes from the service for their 
child.  The parent’s choice of service was based on what that particular service 
appeared to be able to provide in order that their child reach the desired outcomes the 
parent expected.  Parents may view the role of ECEC services as spaces for promoting 
development, ensuring readiness to learn and readiness for school and enhancing 
school performance (Moss, 2003) and, therefore, the choice of ECEC service can be 
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influenced by the perceived ability of that service to focus on such aspects. For 
example: 
 
The [ECEC] service must have an educational basis, that they are going to 
learn the fundamentals of literacy and I liked the way that it was all child 
initiated or play initiated (Interview 9). 
 
This quotation highlights the importance placed on aspects of education and 
preparation for further learning.  It is evident that the parent also values the way in 
which the ECEC service emphasises the autonomy of the child, as well as the 
importance of play for the child to maximise that learning.  Other excerpts reiterated 
these points and additionally focussed on the need for the child to be viewed and 
treated as an individual throughout the process of maximising the child’s potential. 
For example: 
 
One that has an educational framework that underpins it and where the 
teacher is aware of every child’s individual differences and can use their 
creative talents and their knowledge and go further from there (Interview 15). 
 
Cody has been in day-care since he was 9 months old and proceeded through 
day care until he was in pre-school when he went on a part-time basis.  The 
experience was beneficial for him both academically and socially.  He’s more 
socially accepted and communicates much better than if he was just at home 
or with a childcare mum I feel (Interview 5).   
 
The above-mentioned excerpt introduced the notion of the ECEC service being able to 
better maximise the child’s potential than a home environment would do.  Parents also 
expressed the idea that the physical environment, and the resources provided within 
that environment, needed to be one that allowed children to develop independence, in 
order to maximise their potential.  For example: 
 
Toys that encourage them to play by themselves as well as mix and teaching 
them independence, I like kids to be independent and not rely on people too 
much …Look for colourful toys and stuff that looks inviting (Interview 6).  
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 Parents felt that the child’s individuality, as well as their ability to act as part of a 
social group, were important aspects to consider, when choosing a service.  In this 
way, parents felt a strong sense of responsibility for their child’s accomplishments in 
ECEC services from the very beginning. Indeed, studies have shown that children in 
ECEC services not only are high achievers, but that they also have a positive self-
image and high self esteem (McKim, 1993; Powell, 1998). Therefore, in choosing an 
ECEC service, parents are looking for a service that assists the child’s development in 
these areas.  Parents expressed the notion that being actively engaged was important 
to the child’s development and, therefore, the ability to maximise potential. A 
comment that illustrates this is: 
 
 I used to go into the room and all the children were busy doing something and 
they were also excited about what they were doing and [he] would come home 
with so many stories and so much information about what he had done at 
school and want to make things at home exactly like that (Interview 16).  
 
Parents acted as agents in the home environment.  That is, reinforcement of 
expectations and experiences from the ECEC service was carried out in the home, 
with parents connecting the child’s ECEC service experiences with the home 
environment.  According to Kienig (1999), this reinforcement is considered an 
important way of preparing children for the transition from home to the institution, in 
this instance, the ECEC service.  Thus, parents appeared to acknowledge that 
transition from one environment to another is significant and that children need 
effective support during these times. 
 
Parents commented on the fact that they looked for different indicators of children 
maximising their potential, as their children got older.  For example: 
 
I think there are differences even between childcare centres when the children 
get into the like, what they call kindergarten or pre-school groups and one 
centre that I took Matthew to they were starting to do the little worksheets, 
choose the one that is facing the wrong way or pre-writing sort of skills 
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whereas other ones I have been to its all “just lets do some more painting”, 
you know what I mean, there was no real program for the older children.  For 
the younger children it’s obviously different, they don’t need to do any of that 
sort of thing (Interview 1). 
 
The evidence and discussion presented in this sub category highlights the way in 
which parent choice of ECEC service was influenced by how that service was able to 
assess and maximise their child’s potential.  Factors that were deemed important in 
achieving potential were the flexibility of curriculum approach of the ECEC service, 
particularly in relation to the age of the children, the physical environment and how 
the parent was able to make links with the home environment.   
LEFT OUTS 
It may well be that readers of this thesis identify various dimensions pertinent to 
parent choice of ECEC services that have not been addressed here.  These dimensions 
or aspects are what Glaser (1998) refers to as “left outs” (p.199).  Whilst the current 
study may possess such “left outs”, it is argued that foreshadowing this possibility 
allows for future avenues of research.  
The researcher has identified, through careful data analysis, that there are potential left 
outs (Glaser, 1978) that may have impacted on the study.  As the researcher was an 
early childhood teacher in the local community for ten years and was well known to 
parents with young children, it is possible that assumptions were made in regard to the 
researcher’s understandings of the context during the interviews.  Parents may have 
assumed certain contextual knowledge and, therefore, may have omitted such in their 
responses to the interview questions. Therefore, it is possible that parents may have 
held other more implicit notions of ECEC services and their choice of such services in 
their local context than those verbally reported in the interview process.  Parents may 
have assumed that the researcher already had an understanding of contextual issues 
and, therefore, did not disclose such issues that may have impacted on their 
understandings and choice of ECEC services.   
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One example of a left out relevant to the community context is the impact of shift 
work rosters on the way in which families organise their community participation.  As 
outlined in Chapter one, the Boyne Island residents are primarily employed by Boyne 
Island Smelters Pty Ltd, which operates with a shift work environment. The 
employees are required to work ten-hour, day, afternoon and night shifts on a 
rotational roster. Therefore, many families with young children chose ECEC services 
according to the service’s flexibility in relation to shift rosters.  This also allows 
parents more freedom to change ECEC services if they feel that their expectations or 
needs are not being met.   
Left outs and the above-mentioned resulting complexities that may have developed, 
could be a result of the work of a single researcher, known to the parents in the local 
community.  However, the use of the single researcher to conduct the interviews 
ensured a consistent interview process.  Indeed, the value of the ‘insider’ perspective 
should not be under-estimated in this instance, as contextual understandings are also 
able to inform this study.  In fact, in accordance with Kemmis & McTaggart’s (2000) 
view in relation to participatory action research, this value comes about  “because 
only the insider has access to insider knowledge and can thus counterpose insider 
knowledge with the external view” (p.590).  That is, the insider researcher position 
that existed in this study enabled the researcher to understand the complexities of the 
social context, while at the same time, being able to develop and apply the skills and 
analytic tools deemed necessary to explore the social context in terms of existing 
beliefs and values in terms of parent choice. 
SUMMARY OF PARENT CHOICE OF ECEC SERVICES 
Table 7.1 is a summary of parent choice of ECEC services, presented in a similar way 
to the phenomenographic results presented in Chapter five.  It outlines the 
characteristics of the approaches articulated by parents as to how they chose ECEC 
services.  The examples, drawn from the interviews, illustrate each of the sub 
categories in relation to the core category of Contextual understandings and 
influences on choice of ECEC services.     
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 TABLE 7.1:  Parent choice of ECEC services 
Grounded Theory: Parents make complex and pragmatic choices within social contexts 
Core Category: Contextual understandings and influences on choice of ECEC services 
Sub Category Indicators Examples drawn from 
interviews 
Assessing needs of their 
child and family  
treated each child as if they were 
individuals 
catered to each child’s needs 
she needed that additional care 
where the teacher is aware of 
every child’s individual 
differences 
Because he’s a very different 
child so I felt that the teacher 
was able to cope with his needs 
and that was very important to 
me 
the family was always welcome, 
it was like a huge big family 
The first thing I was new to 
Gladstone, Ryland was new to 
Gladstone we didn’t have any 
social network, so as soon as he 
started pre-school, I got to know 
so many people 
Parent choice is influenced by an 
assessment of the needs of the 
child and the family 
Responding to emotion of 
the child 
I feel comfortable that my 
children will be happy there 
were happy to go to the day-care 
centre, you’d pick them up and 
they would still have the smile on 
the face that you had left them 
with 
if they were not happy then I’d go 
somewhere else 
 164
Balancing options I knew that here the pre-school 
and the school had a good 
reputation just from hearsay 
I picked this place based on what 
other people had chosen and 
commented and mentioned 
Word of mouth too is a big one 
for me, other people that were 
happy with their childcare centre 
I like word of mouth to see 
exactly whether Tannum is better 
for me than Boyne 
Expression of previous 
experiences 
when you find a certain place 
that you are happy with you’ll 
send your next child and your 
next child all along 
it’s just basically just been a 
follow-on from the eldest, yes just 
following on and knowing that it 
is a good situation 
Parent choice is influenced by 
significant others outside the 
family  
Maximising opportunities I didn’t feel it prepared them or 
wouldn’t prepare them as well 
getting them used to the school 
that they would be going to 
Parent choice is influenced by 
their understandings of childhood 
Expression of personal 
values 
the staff treated everybody as an 
equal  
the child felt special 
understand where they are 
coming from 
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Parent choice is influenced by 
perceived maximising of the 
child’s potential 
 
Assessing and maximising 
potential 
I know that they will look at him 
and know how he is. 
I thought they were really good 
in concentrating on that age 
group and teaching what they 
needed to know 
To know that my child was 
getting the best possible care and 
education. 
have an educational basis that 
they are going to learn the 
fundamentals of literacy and 
have come out with 
exceptionally, good confident self 
esteem and have good fine motor 
and gross motor skills. 
 
INTERACTING FACTORS BETWEEN CONCEPTIONS AND CHOICE 
OF ECEC SERVICES 
The accounts of the parents interviewed about their understandings of choice of 
ECEC service and the subsequent grounded theory analysis of the data demonstrated 
that many parents identified similar issues.  These issues, in relation to choice of 
ECEC service, included factors relating to the ECEC environment, the staff and the 
parents perceptions of the relationship between themselves, their children, the ECEC 
service as well as the wider community. Parents participating in this research 
emphasised the impact of the social context of the community on the process of 
choosing ECEC services for their young children. A significant issue that came to 
light throughout this stage of analysis is that marketisation did not appear to inform 
choice of ECEC service, as literature suggests the case to be (Fleer, 2000; Vincent, et 
al., 2002).  Rather local hearsay had a significant influence on this process.  This 
impact of the influence of significant others outside the family was recurring 
throughout the interviews. 
Parents also highlighted the fact that, at times, their choice of ECEC service was 
mediated by pragmatic concerns.  They chose services that met the practical needs of 
their family in terms of co-location of children, affordability and demographic 
convenience.  Therefore, whilst parents may hold an idealistic perspective of what 
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they wish for in an ECEC service, they may not find it in their local community and 
thus, make their choice based on availability instead.  Some parents make their choice 
based on pragmatics alone, as meeting the needs of the family is deemed to be most 
important. 
In the remainder of this chapter, the relationship between parent conceptions of ECEC 
services and their influence on the choice of ECEC services will be discussed.  This 
study does not attempt to match individual conceptions of ECEC services to 
individual categories or indicators of choice of service.  Parents experienced more 
than one of the eight identified conceptions of ECEC services that emerged from the 
23 interviews.  Furthermore, parents who subscribed to a particular view, or views, of 
ECEC services may have considered a number of individual influences, or factors, in 
choosing ECEC services for their young children.  This understanding is presented 
diagrammatically in Figure 7.1, displaying the sub categories of choice of ECEC 
services within the dimensions representative of parent understandings of ECEC 
services. 
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FIGURE 7.1: The sub categories of choice of ECEC service within the 
dimensions representative of parents understandings of ECEC 
services. 
  
 Dimensions of conceptions of ECEC services (phenomenographic findings) 
 
Contextual understandings and influences on choice of ECEC services (orthodox grounded theory      
findings)  
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 Figure 7.1 draws together the findings from both the phenomenographic phase and the 
grounded theory stage of analysis.  It must be reiterated that each conception of ECEC 
services exists in relation to the other, as well as in relation to the influences upon the 
choice of service.  Indeed, closer scrutiny of the directionality of the arrows in the 
model illustrates that the influences upon parent choice are encompassed in the 
boundaries of each of the dimensions of the outcome space.  It is understood that the 
choice of ECEC services is a complex issue that is juxtaposed with parental 
conceptions of ECEC services and demographic limitations, particularly when their 
choice of ECEC service may be less than their expectation for their child.  Therefore, 
central to the model is the understanding that the ECEC services are located within a 
societal context, as described in depth throughout Chapter Two. It is proposed that 
any one understanding, or combination thereof, of ECEC services impacted upon or 
influenced the choice of service a parent made.  
Drawing on the data analysis from both stages of the study, it is evident that parent 
understandings and choice of ECEC service are shaped and influenced by their social 
context and the access to services that they are provided with.  It is clear that, whilst 
parents may hold particular conceptions of what an ECEC service should be and 
articulate what they would like to be able to access for their child, they may still 
choose to access a service according to pragmatic considerations.  Therefore, it is 
postulated that, due to the limited provision of ECEC services in the Boyne Island 
area, it is necessary to understand how parent choice of service may be compromised 
or complicated by the social context. 
Table 7.2 further elaborates how parent conceptions of choice interact with their 
choice of ECEC service.  This table illustrates the compromises and complexities that 
are made and faced by parents in their understanding and subsequent choice of service 
for their young children.  Across the top of Table 7.2 are the conceptions of ECEC 
services highlighted in Chapter five, whilst listed down the left hand column are the 
reasons for choice of ECEC service highlighted in this chapter.  For each interview 
the most salient conception of ECEC service has been identified, as has the main 
reason for choice of ECEC service.  Each interview is represented by a numeral. 
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In order to illustrate how compromises and complexities impacted upon parent 
understandings and choice of ECEC services, it is useful to take some specific 
examples from Table 7.2.  Interview 6 indicated that whilst assessing the needs of the 
child and the family could be seen to be the main reason for choice of ECEC service, 
the most salient conception of ECEC services held by that same parent was 
demographic convenience. To further illustrate how this parent understood the 
choices of ECEC services that she had made, the following example from the 
interview transcript highlights the compromise that she may have made when the 
children were younger, due to availability of places at a service.  Clearly, availability 
was a key issue that she faced initially and therefore it is possible for this parent to 
have had to compromise by taking whatever place was available, regardless of its 
‘goodness of fit’.  That is, she may have compromised her choice in terms of her main 
reason for choice highlighted throughout the remainder of the interview, i.e., 
assessing the needs of the child and the family, as well as in terms of the most salient 
conception of an ECEC service, i.e., demographic convenience.   
 
In moving to the Boyne Island area and again being faced with choosing an ECEC 
service, this parent was better able to choose a place that aligned to the most salient 
conception held, that of demographic convenience. 
 
When they were younger it was just availability because it was hard to get into 
them, but once we moved up here it was just location, because we were living 
close and for pre-school it was close to work (Interview 6).  
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Whilst demographic convenience was the most salient conception held by this parent, 
her choice of ECEC service was also guided her perception of how that service met 
her main reason for choice, in terms of assessing the needs of the child and the family.  
In fact, when the ECEC service that she had chosen did not ‘fit’ with her main reason 
for choice, she explained that it was necessary for her to look elsewhere for a more 
appropriate place for her children, as illustrated below.   
I took it on the way the kids were with the carers and stuff, how they reacted to 
it, if they were not happy then I’d go somewhere else, but that’s only happened 
once. (Interview 6). 
 
The compromises that have been illustrated in the above discussion, are indicative of 
particular complexities in the process of making choices. Generally, while the parent 
was indicating that pragmatic concerns were most important, she was still influenced 
by assessing the needs of the child and the family, which added more complexity to 
her subsequent choice of ECEC service.  As Vincent, et al. (2002) attest, parents 
sometimes find it difficult to find an ECEC service that ‘fits’ with their most salient 
conception, as well as meeting pragmatic concerns.  In the case of availability of 
places at ECEC services, as illustrated in the example of Interview 6 it can be seen 
that this parent may indeed have found it difficult.  That is, her reasons for choice and 
her conceptions of the ECEC service were not able to inform her initial decision Thus, 
it is possible that while parents are expressing the importance of one particular 
conception, other seemingly antithetical considerations might also be important to 
their choice of ECEC service.    
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TABLE 7.2: CONCEPTIONS AND CHOICE OF ECEC SERVICES  
Most salient conception of ECEC services  
 
Main reasons 
for choice of 
ECEC service 
A 
Demographic 
convenient 
 
B 
Safe, 
secure 
& 
hygienic 
C 
Provides 
routine 
D 
Caring 
& 
nurturing 
E 
Trained 
& 
qualified 
staff 
F 
Values 
parents 
& keeps 
them 
informed 
G 
Socialisation
 
H 
Prepares 
for 
further 
learning 
1 
Relationship 
with the child 
6 
17 
23 7  2 
10 
19 
22 
5 
16 
9 
15 
2 
Influenced by 
significant 
others in the 
community 
 13  3  12 
14 
 18 
3 
Influenced by 
understandings 
of childhood 
   20 4  11 8 
4 
Influenced by 
perceived 
maximising of 
the child’s 
potential 
     21  1 
 
CHAPTER SUMMARY 
This chapter has described the theory that is grounded in the interview data. As 
parents make complex and pragmatic choices within social contexts, it is evident that 
such decisions, pertaining to choice of ECEC services, are, at times, complex.  What 
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is clear in this grounded theory analysis is that the complexity of their social contexts 
actually leads to what appears to be pragmatic choices. These findings were further 
explored in relation to the outcome space developed in chapter five, which illustrated 
parent conceptions of ECEC services. A model showing the interaction between 
understandings and choice of ECEC services was illustrated in Figure 7.1.  Table 7.2 
further illustrates the complexity of parent choice of ECEC service, especially in 
relation to the most salient conception held by each parent.  Overall, it is the 
complexity of social contexts, which complicates analysis of the data for the 
researcher.  The impact of the social context and its concomitant rules (Ball, 1990; 
Vincent, et al., 2002) produce choice complexity in terms of what appears to be 
pragmatic.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT: CONCLUSIONS 
INTRODUCTION 
To date there has been limited published research that has investigated parent views 
and experiences of Australian ECEC services. The aims of the study were to 
investigate the qualitatively different ways in which parents understand ECEC 
services and how they choose ECEC services for their young children. Chapter seven 
established that parents make complex and pragmatic choices within social contexts.  
That is, how their context operates and is produced governs how such choices might 
be constituted. Clearly, this study has indicated that, while understanding how parents 
choose is a complex task, such choice must necessarily also be understood as 
pragmatic. That is, the complexity of the social context often necessitates the 
favouring of pragmatic choices over those that might be more ‘important’ to parents. 
This chapter discusses the significance of the study, highlighting complexities of 
parent understandings and choice of ECEC services, within a specific community.  In 
the first section, the focus is on the significance of the study and how parent 
expectations are met, or otherwise.  Also of importance in this section is an 
exploration of childhood and ECEC services as a social phenomenenon, as well as an 
examination of the impact of local contexts.  The second section focuses on the 
methodological contributions of the study, that is, the innovative way in which the 
research design drew on both phenomenography and orthodox grounded theory, to 
explore conceptions and choice of ECEC service, as well as highlighting the 
limitations evident in this work.  The final section looks to further research 
opportunities and the generation of possibilities from what has been discovered in the 
study. 
The central concern of the first stage of the data analysis was not merely the 
phenomenon of the ECEC services, nor the parents who experienced the 
phenomenon.  Rather, its concern was the relation between the two. Changes to 
society and associated ideologies impact upon families and the ways in which they are 
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conceptualised and reconceptualised.  Thus, if parents make complex and pragmatic 
choices within social contexts, then the aspects of that context must be considered. 
In the first stage of analysis, there was an investigation of how parents understood 
ECEC services.  Such understanding of parent perspectives, in relation to service 
choice, may assist the early childhood sector to address salient issues around ECEC 
service provision. Additionally, aspects of how parents might come to these 
understandings are made apparent.  The second stage of analysis focused on parent 
choice of ECEC services.  Within Australia, there has been a growing trend to 
examine ECEC with respect to policy, practice and reform (Bowes & Hayes, 2004; 
Brennan, 1998, 1999; Farrell, Tayler, Tennant & Gahan, 2002).  The examination of 
social context, in this respect, is justified by the growing trend in ECEC research, to 
acknowledge socio-cultural perspectives and their possible impacts on young children 
(Fleer, 2000; Rogoff, 1990; 2003).  Thus, taking social context into account, as has 
been done in this study, represents an important contribution to the field that can then 
inform future policy, practice and reform in the in ECEC.  How parents choose ECEC 
services, within their social contexts, was explored in depth through the orthodox 
grounded theory analysis. 
SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 
This study brings to light the understandings of ECEC services held by parents as well 
as how parents went about choosing services for their children.  This study was 
conducted in the Boyne Island area of Central Queensland.  Whilst the findings of this 
particular study may be specific to this location, sample and time, they may still 
stimulate further discussion and wider investigation with regard to a reform agenda 
for the early childhood field.  Investigation that takes account of parental choice and 
expectation is timely, in view of the changing policy climate across the Australian 
ECEC sector.  Attention to the field of ECEC is also international in focus 
(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2001), with considerable 
work being conducted in the United Kingdom (Moss, 2003; Moss & Petrie, 2002).  
Furthermore, the work of West, Denton and Reaney (2000) and Vincent, et al. (2002) 
supports the importance of consulting parents, in stating that parents are a key source 
of information regarding ECEC services and this information source needs to be 
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tapped, to ensure that appropriate care and education provisions are made.  
Investigation of parent choice can inform policy reform in regard to service provision 
(Fleer, 2000) and particularly how ECEC services are understood and utilised by 
parents.   
The research questions were: 
1. What are parent conceptions of early childhood services? 
2. How do parents choose ECEC services? 
The underlying interest in answering these questions lies in their potential to better 
inform approaches to ECEC services and policy reform that are more able to be 
responsive to and engage with, young children and their families in communities.  For 
ECEC service provision to cater for families, it is imperative that parents are listened 
to. Such a process provides opportunities for parental understandings of ECEC 
services to be considered. These understandings can then inform a framework of 
policy reform across the sector.   
The results of this study shed light on the ways in which parents of young children 
view and choose ECEC services.  Understanding parents in ECEC services is critical 
to any policy reform, as it enables those responsible for service provision to consider 
the multiple realities and needs of families.  By highlighting the understandings of 
ECEC services identified as important by parents, this study provides a means for 
extending discussions about services for young children to include these multiple 
perspectives.  It may also lead to opportunities for further collaboration with young 
children and their families in any future reform processes.  This thesis has addressed 
the research questions. This study found that parent conceptions of ECEC services 
may be understood as a set of eight categories as follows: 
 The ECEC service is demographically convenient;   
 The ECEC service is safe, secure and hygienic;   
 The ECEC service is routined;   
 The ECEC service is caring and nurturing;   
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 The ECEC service has trained and professional staff;  
 The ECEC service values parents and keeps them informed;  
 The ECEC service provides for socialisation; 
 The ECEC service prepares them for further learning.   
As a means of representing the subject-object relations of each of the categories of 
description, a schema, comprising the three dimensions of physical, personnel and 
personal, was presented.  The physical dimension represented the location and 
availability of services to cater to the needs of the family.  The personnel dimension 
was where ECEC services were judged according to the personnel who work within 
the environment, including the personal and professional attributes that staff bring to 
the ECEC service. The final dimension, the personal dimension, was where the ECEC 
service was judged according to how the individual children and their family were 
catered for and responded to.   
The abovementioned representation of the multiple understandings of ECEC services, 
through dimensions, allowed the researcher to delimit the meanings of each of the 
individual categories of description and thus, highlight the variation amongst them.  
What is evident from the phenomenographic analysis is that ECEC services are 
understood as complex environments that cater for young children and their families, 
situated in a particular context.  Therefore, the outcome space presented in chapter 
five is representative of the ways in which this particular group of parents understood 
ECEC services within their social contexts. 
The orthodox grounded theory analysis focused on how parents chose ECEC services. 
The study found that parents make complex and pragmatic choices within social 
contexts.  Parent choice was, therefore, influenced by assessing the needs of the child 
and the family; by the influence of significant others in the community; by their 
understandings of childhood and by their commitment to maximising their child’s 
potential.   
Through the second analysis of the interview transcripts, it became evident that the 
social context of the community impacted on the process of choice of ECEC services 
by parents.  Of particular significance is that, in this context, marketisation did not 
inform choice of ECEC service, but rather, local hearsay significantly influenced the 
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choice process.  Another important issue that became evident in the examination of 
parent choice of ECEC services within this context was that parent choice was often 
mediated by pragmatic concerns. 
MEETING PARENT EXPECTATIONS  
At first glance, it might seem that, when a parent makes a decision about an ECEC 
service for their child, the task is straightforward.  However, this study has shown that 
this is not necessarily the case. Parent understandings play a major role in determining 
the type of ECEC services that they choose for their children.  Whilst parent 
understandings may not always be articulated, they do influence the type of ECEC 
services that they would like to access for their children.  Thus, parent conceptions 
and choice of ECEC services are complex. 
Parents in this study tended to operate within a context of rarely challenged or 
'commonsense' understandings of the importance of ECEC.  When viewing and 
choosing ECEC services, parents seemed to filter from their observations, any 
indicators or characteristics that did not conform to their own understandings about 
ECEC services. However, because ECEC services meant different things to different 
parents, it follows that the outcomes of this research yielded variation.   
Whilst in any specific locality, parents may be unable to find an ECEC service that 
meets all of their expectations, it seems likely that the ECEC service that ‘best fit’ the 
parent’s understandings was chosen for their young child.  When parents were asked 
to indicate their reasons for choosing ECEC services, their responses varied from 
pragmatic considerations such as workplace and work patterns, to the benefits for the 
child (see Table 7.2).  It is apparent, then, from the research findings outlined in the 
preceding chapters, that parents make meaning of ECEC services in a variety of ways.   
The approaches chosen to investigate the research questions recognised that, although 
these differences may exist, there may also be a limited number of conceptions of 
ECEC services in this sample.  The approach adopted and described in previous 
chapters situates such research within a particular kind of context and is in accordance 
with Bowden’s (2000) phenomenographic approach.  Bowden (2000) sees the 
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possibilities of using multiple perspectives to approach a phenomenon. Such an 
approach widens the lens of multiple structures and functions within ECEC service 
provision.  In this way, an individualised, or localised approach can be explored.  
Thus, differences were likely to be viewed in terms of multiplicity of parent 
understandings. 
Parents in this study demonstrated multiple ways of constructing and interpreting 
meaning in local ECEC services.  That is, their understandings of ECEC services and 
how they chose such services for their young children were undertaken and 
conceptualised differently by participants.  At a macro level, one may argue that such 
individualized decision-making is mythical, given that we, as individuals, operate 
within a society influenced by external social forces (Dahlberg, et al, 2002; Moss, 
2003; Moss & Petrie, 2002; Prout, 2003).  That is to say, the way in which parents 
understood and chose ECEC services was framed by social constraints of local service 
provision.  
Rinaldi makes a similar point, in an interview with Gandini, when examining the 
construction of childhood in Reggio Emilia, Italy, when she says “childhood does not 
exist, we create it as a society, as a public subject. It is a social, political and historical 
construction” (Gandini, 1998, p.115).  In this way, the purposes of ECEC services are 
not necessarily self-evident. Instead, such purposes can be understood as being 
inextricably linked to how we understand childhood and to the image of the child at 
any given point in time.  ECEC services can be viewed as social constructions 
embodying thoughts, conceptions and ethics that prevail at a given moment in a given 
society (Dahlberg, et al., 2002).  Therefore, each parent’s understandings and choice 
of ECEC services are constructed within a wider social context in which public 
provision of such services for children and families is made. 
CHILDHOOD AND ECEC SERVICES AS A SOCIAL PHENOMENON 
While societies worldwide place many demands upon children (Jenks, 1996a), there 
are many perspectives on children's lives and children's rights in different social 
contexts (Mayall, 1994). For example, researchers in Sweden (Dahlberg, et al., 2002), 
the United Kingdom (Moss, 2003; Prout, 2003) and Australia (Fleer, 2000; Hayden, 
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2000) are focusing on how children are represented and provided for within their 
social context.  The idea of a universal child, an essential child, objectively knowable 
irrespective of time or place, context or perspective has been questioned at length 
(Jenks, 1996a, 1996b; Popkewitz, 2004). What has emerged, instead, is the idea of 
many possible childhoods, constructed within particular social and historical contexts.  
It is this idea of context, albeit the contexts in which parents make choices, that has 
been brought to light in this particular study, as parent understandings and choice of 
ECEC services have been examined.   
While this study has not largely dealt with such notions of childhood explicitly as 
described above, what the data has illustrated is that parents highlighted various other 
understandings of childhood.  Some of the visions of childhood that come into play in 
the transcripts overlap with each other, whilst others may conflict. For example, a 
parent expressed the vision of a pedagogic childhood in the following quotation.  That 
is, she felt that it was important for her child to be prepared for future learning and 
that the ECEC service needed to ‘look’ a particular way and provide certain learning 
experiences that would ensure that her child was well prepared for ‘formal’ learning. 
Probably the basics are the same but it’s when you get into the actual, are the 
children actually learning anything or are they just being babysat?  And I 
think there are differences even between childcare centres when the children 
get into the like, what they call kindergarten or pre-school groups and one 
centre that I took Matthew to they were starting to do the little worksheets, 
choose the one that is facing the wrong way or pre-writing sort of skills 
whereas other ones I have been to its all “just lets to some more painting”, 
you know what I mean, there was no real program for the older children.  For 
the younger children it’s obviously different, they don’t need to do any of that 
sort of thing (Interview 1). 
It can be argued that this parent understands that, once her child reaches a certain age, 
it is important that her child is beginning to participate in formal learning and not for 
him to be left to his own devices.  That is, children need to “look like” they are 
engaging in learning experiences that, in this parent’s perception, represent formal 
learning.   
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Another parent expressed the importance of her child’s happiness within the ECEC 
service as defining her satisfaction.  For this parent, the notion of a happy childhood, 
one where the child felt secure and at ease within the social context was essential.  
Therefore, she has endeavoured to create this type of childhood for her child through 
her choice of ECEC service.  For example: 
Their main interest is the children so their focus is the children and I think the 
final decision was the fact that both the kids wanted to go to that day-care 
centre.  They were happy to go to the day-care centre, you’d pick them up and 
they would still have the smile on the face that you had left them with.  We 
have never had to struggle with tears of a morning or an afternoon (Interview 
5).  
Such notions of a happy childhood relate to Jenks’s (1996) notions of childhood as 
nostalgic, in that childhood should be a time of happiness and security and children 
should not be exposed to uncertainty and insecurity.  
These examples from the data illustrate that, whilst parents may not have directly 
discussed their expectations of what they wished their children’s experience of 
childhood to be; such notions are evident in the transcripts.  For these parents, their 
notion of childhood may be influenced by their social contexts and how childhood is 
represented within these contexts.  
ECEC services are a central component of the local community in which this study 
was situated. Therefore, understanding how those accessing such services view and 
choose them is valuable.  This is important if ECEC services are to become places 
that acknowledge, and are developed around, diverse needs (Hayden, 2000).  It is also 
possible to explore the discourse of childhood as a social phenomenon (Prout, 2003).  
From such a perspective, for ECEC services to respond effectively to notions of 
diversity, inclusion and stakeholder participation in different community and social 
contexts, how these services are conceptualised by users and providers acts as a vital 
component in the development of shared understanding.  In this way, alternative 
understandings of how children and childhood are constructed may go a long way 
towards addressing how ECEC services should look in particular contexts. 
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Examination of alternative understandings of children and childhood provides a useful 
lens for analysing how such constructions produce parent understandings and 
influence choices that are made for young children. Dominant discourses about 
children and their relationships with parents and society, mentioned in Chapter two, 
have several dominant features in tension: that children are the private responsibility 
of parents, that children are passive dependants, and that parents are consumers of 
marketised services for children (Moss, 2003).  Such ideas underpin a construction of 
childhood whereby children are seen as poor and weak (Prout, 2003). From such a 
perspective, some members of society are seen to have more or less power than others 
and some are more likely to achieve what they want in their relationships with others 
and society, in general. An alternative discourse about children recognises children as 
citizens in their own right.  In this way, children are viewed as a social group and are, 
therefore, constructed as rich in potential, strong, powerful and competent (Moss, 
2003; Prout, 2003). In examining the dichotomy that exists between these two 
extreme views of children, what is problematic is the way in which children are 
represented within society.  Such representations tend to guide the way in which 
service provisions are made for young children. 
Central to this discussion is the notion of power within the society generally, as well 
as at the local community level.  For parents to exercise power to choose ECEC 
services that meet their needs and expectations, such services must be available in the 
local community.  If such services are not readily available to parents, then it is 
argued that the conceptions of ECEC services held by the parent are not met by the 
choices that are available to them.  Such issues are alluded to in Table 7.2.  For 
example, Brannen and Moss (2003) state that “childcare policies which emphasise 
parents’ ability to make choices about services may be considered disempowering if 
the structural constraints upon choice are rendered invisible to them” (p.15).  In 
Boyne Island this can indeed be seen to be the case, given that services are limited to 
four only.  As such, parent choice is limited.  Such a situation can be seen as 
constraining for parents, as they may not really have ‘choice’ in relation to ECEC 
services. 
This work listened to parent understandings of ECEC services and the ways in which 
they chose services.  Accordingly, Moss (2003) talks about the values of the ethics of 
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care literature, in terms of needing to find ways of developing relationships with 
“others” (p.14), which are respectful of their perspective.  That is, what is important, 
from this study, is for key stakeholders to be aware of the how the present structural 
constraints in a particular locality may constrain, rather than enable, parents to make 
choices of ECEC services that align with their conceptions of ECEC services. 
LOCAL CONTEXTS 
This research intentionally set out to examine a local ECEC service context from the 
perspective of the parents accessing it.  The researcher held the belief that, if care is 
required outside of the home, it is the parent who ultimately is responsible for 
enrolling their child in the ECEC service. In this way, the parent can be viewed as a 
consumer of ECEC services.  According to Woodrow and Brennan (1999), public 
sector reform, including that in [ECEC], has been based on an ideal that market forces 
would solve economic, social and political problems by shifting the balance of power 
from producer to consumer (p.82).  Fleer (2000) terms this approach as being market-
driven, where the consumer is seen to make a choice from within a market.  This 
approach can lead to the marketisation of ECEC services. However, such a provision 
may be unresponsive to the individual parent and their social context, particularly if 
parents and young children are understood as a collective, rather than in an 
individualised manner. That is, they are viewed as having similar needs and 
expectations.  In fact, in the Boyne Island area, there is no evidence of advertising or 
active marketisation of ECEC services, unlike many metropolitan services and 
schools, who engage in annual marketing campaigns and active recruitment of 
children and families.  Rather, parents are left to choose a service that best fits their 
expectations, rather than an ECEC service that is flexible enough to meet their 
changing agendas.  Therefore, one can assume that, in this location, ECEC services 
are less responsive to forces of marketisation, leaving parents instead to employ 
different strategies to assist them in choosing an ECEC service. 
A significant finding of this study, in terms of better understanding parent choice 
within a local context, is that, in this instance, parents were guided by hearsay, rather 
than simply making a choice within the market.  What is evident is that, due to the 
limited number and range of ECEC services in the Boyne Island area, the ECEC 
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market instead relies heavily on the opinions and perceptions of other parents already 
using the services, or those who have previously experienced the ECEC service.   
A market approach to understanding ECEC service choice fails to recognise the 
young child or the individual parent as a powerful agent in the process of service 
choice. Research into conceptions of ECEC services held by the young children 
within this local community could complement the research findings on parents 
presented within this thesis.  Further research in this local context could also inform 
the examination of met or unmet parental expectations, in relation to future service 
provision and policy reform.   
METHODOLOGICAL CONTRIBUTION 
This thesis makes theoretical and methodological contributions to the field of early 
childhood education and care.  As outlined in the previous chapters, it has revealed 
the varying ways in which parents of young children understand and experience 
ECEC services.  The focus of this research was to approach the phenomenon of 
ECEC services and to examine choice of services. The phenomenographic approach, 
focusing on conceptions of ECEC services, coupled with a grounded theory analysis 
examining the choice of services by parents, both used a second order perspective to 
help to tease out and represent as faithfully as possible what parents of young children 
conceive ECEC services to be and to identify the approaches that they use in choosing 
ECEC services (see Table 7.2). Following the initial phenomenographic data analysis, 
an orthodox grounded theory analysis was undertaken, making a novel contribution to 
the parent choice literature as well as to the ECEC service provision literature.  This 
research showed the importance of listening to parents, in order to represent as 
accurately as possible their understandings of ECEC services, as well as to illuminate 
the complexity and pragmatics associated with their choice of such services within 
local contexts. This approach has not been used in this way previously.  A strength of 
this thesis is the way in which one data set was used to engage in two analytic 
processes, resulting in rich descriptions and highlighting contextual understandings 
and influences upon choice of ECEC services.  It is the complementary utilisation of 
the methods of phenomenography and orthodox grounded theory that has provided 
rich description and has generated a deep understanding of how parents of young 
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children experience and choose ECEC services.  It is argued that there is a need for 
further research in this particular area if policy and practice reform are to be relevant 
to local communities and responsive to the needs and expectations of parents and their 
young children. 
Limitations of the study 
The delimitation of the phenomenon to be investigated is crucial for the whole design 
of an investigation.  Svensson (1985) argues that “phenomena always exist in a 
context and they may be delimited in different ways, in relation to this context” (p.5).  
In this study, the design was based upon a group of parents and their relationship to 
the phenomenon of their choice of ECEC services. Furthermore, the study 
concentrated on these conceptions from the viewpoint of the parent, rather than those 
of the ECEC services or policy makers within the sector.  This was intentional, since 
much recent research concentrates on the latter, often ignoring those who actually 
access ECEC services and to make choices on behalf of their children.  This research 
attempted to address this imbalance by listening to parents.   
The understandings of choice of early childhood services that emerged were held by a 
particular group of parents located within a specific location, in a specific time.  
Additionally, the sample size of the study may also have been an influential factor in 
this case, as it was not possible, or indeed necessary in this instance, to increase the 
number of participants. If this research were to take place in another location in 
another Australian state, or indeed within another country, or at a different time, then 
the construction of a different set of categories of description depicting parents’ 
varying conceptions of ECEC services might evolve. Therefore, the results of this 
study are not generalisable, but may highlight perspectives and possibilities for other 
like communities.  
FURTHER RESEARCH 
The primary concern of this research has been to listen to parents in order to gain a 
greater understanding of parent conceptions and choices of ECEC services for their 
young children.  Mention has been made of the different dimensions of parents 
conceptions of ECEC services, as well as the various sub categories and indicators 
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that form the basis of the grounded theory: parents make complex and pragmatic 
choices within social contexts.  Further research and policy reform in relation to 
ECEC service provision needs to take account of both micro and macro analysis of 
ECEC  (Fleer, 2000; Grieshaber, 2000, 2001; Moss, 2003).  Without attention to the 
micro analysis of any given situation, a whole body of knowledge that could 
contribute to new understandings of parents’ understandings and choice of ECEC 
services, is ignored. This study has attempted to address the issue of listening to 
parents. 
Building on the current study 
Previously in this thesis, it was argued that a phenomenographic approach was well-
suited to the research questions, in that it enabled the collection, description and 
interpretation of data reflecting the different conceptions of the phenomenon of ECEC 
services held by parents of young children. The phenomenographic research presented 
here noted the variations in parent conceptions.  Although it is common practice for 
the construction of the outcome space depicting the relationship between the 
categories of description to be the final stage of the research process, in this particular 
instance, a broader and more innovative perspective was taken.  This involved the 
additional orthodox grounded theory stage of analysis, where the focus was on parent 
choice of ECEC services.  The study, then, provides a springboard from which the 
phenomenon of ECEC services, from the perspective of parents, can continue to be 
investigated.  The following research recommendations emerge from the present 
study: 
Recommendation 1: A similar study should be undertaken in other locations.  
The present study was conducted within a specific location in Queensland, Australia.  
The replication of this study in other areas, in other states or other countries may help 
to determine whether the conceptions of ECEC services and the theory underpinning 
parental choice of such services uncovered in this study are present in other locations.  
Such a process may be valuable in collaborative efforts within the ECEC field, to 
account for the needs and expectations of parents with young children. 
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Recommendation 2: The present research should be replicated in other ECEC 
services in the area. 
Within the ECEC sector in this specific area, there has hitherto been no clear picture 
of ECEC services as they are experienced and chosen by parents.  This is significant 
when examining the possible reform of ECEC service provision within this locality.  
Such perspectives need to be considered by service providers who are responsible for 
designing and implementing such services for young children and their families.  
Research replicating the present study with service providers responsible for ECEC 
service provision in this location would add significantly to a more comprehensive 
picture of the phenomenon of ECEC services in the Boyne Island area.  Such a study 
would be of particular importance to personnel involved in designing and 
implementing professional development for ECEC practitioners in the area if then 
compared to these findings of parent understandings. 
Recommendation 3: Further research should focus on the development of a model 
for a more inclusive approach to listening to parents in relation to ECEC services. 
This focus may provide opportunities to develop service provisions that are more 
compatible with parental expectations, beliefs and values. Whilst the grounded theory 
that has been generated in this research may be specific to a given time and context, 
the representation of the needs and expectations of parents remains relevant. 
What this research brings to light is that parents of young children know about and 
choose ECEC services within social contexts.  This knowledge is, at times, difficult to 
articulate and often not heard in guiding provision of services for parents and their 
young children.  With the permission of the participants in this research, as well as 
that of the University Human Research Ethics Committee, the transcripts may form 
the basis of further discussion, exploration and analysis.  In this way, these transcripts 
could be used as triggers for professional development, creating dialogue about the 
importance of listening to parents, whereby their conceptions can be juxtaposed with 
the conceptions of ECEC practitioners, in an attempt to capture the relationship 
between the two.  This may then lead to the establishment of a more inclusive 
approach to listening to parents in relation to ECEC service provision. 
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Recommendation 4: Further research investigating the understandings and 
expectations of young children accessing local ECEC services needs to be 
undertaken. 
As children and adults both are working together in constructing worlds of childhood 
(Hulst, 2000), the perspectives of both children and adults need to be considered.  A 
focus on structures and technologies (Hulst, 2000), or policy and services, runs the 
risk of producing an image of the child as a universal and passive object, to be shaped 
by ECEC services - to be developed, to be prepared, to be educated, to be cared for. 
There may be little sense of the child as a social actor, situated in a particular 
historical and spatial context, living a childhood in these services, and making her 
own meanings from the experience (Dahlberg, et al., 2002; Moss, 2003).  Whilst in 
this study, the focus has been on listening to parents, further research that involves 
listening to young children would be timely. 
POLICY IMPLICATIONS 
As previously stated, this study developed as a concerned response to recent early 
childhood service policy initiatives within the Queensland state, national and 
international arenas, whereby policy makers have proposed that flexible and 
integrated service models will better meet the changing needs of the family 
(Commonwealth Government, 1999, 2004; Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development, 2001; Queensland Government, 1997, 2000, 2002; Walker, 2004).  
While parent opinion is deemed important in both the literature and policy reform 
areas (Ball, 2003; Elliot, 2003; Fleer, 2000; Goodfellow, 2002; Grieshaber, 2001; 
Vincent, et al., 2002), recent policy initiatives have not addressed the ways in which 
parents of young children choose early childhood services, nor the reasons for their 
choices. That is, parent opinions are not heard in terms of understanding their 
realities, particularly in terms of local contexts.  As Chapter two has demonstrated, 
there has been a lack of research that investigated the understandings of parents in 
ECEC service provision.  Of increasing concern is that the needs and interests of 
parents and their young children may be marginalised within policy reform, if local 
community opinions and a greater understanding of the impacts of pragmatics are not 
better accounted for.  This study suggests that local provision of ECEC services 
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would need to be inextricably linked to any policy initiative that aims to provide 
better services for children and their families. 
The findings of this study may guide future policy and practice discussion within the 
wider early childhood field, in that such understandings may better inform those 
developing ECEC services within diverse demographic locations, in order that 
services that are provided are suitable for families and young children in their 
particular demography.   
GENERATING POSSIBILITIES 
In focusing on parent conceptions and choice of ECEC services, the study sought to 
generate greater insight into listening to parents of young children.  It is evident also, 
through careful examination of the literature that listening to parents, as significant 
stakeholders in the ECEC service, is required in order that their understandings and 
expectations are present in ECEC reform.  This thesis has addressed the research 
questions in a way that the data collected and analysed can be used to convey the 
meaning that parents make of ECEC services that they choose for their young 
children.  These findings add to the knowledge of the ways in which parents of young 
children understand and choose ECEC services. Importantly, using a 
phenomenographic research approach, in the first instance, the study described, as 
faithfully as possible, the variation that exists in the way that parents conceive of the 
phenomenon of ECEC services.   
An exploration of the relationships between understandings of ECEC services and 
choice of service was central to the second stage of analysis in this study, where 
orthodox grounded theory was used. The major research outcomes from the 
phenomenographic analysis depict parent understandings of ECEC services.  These 
outcomes were presented in the form of an outcome space.  The second stage of 
analysis saw the development of a grounded theory describing choice of ECEC 
services. The combined outcomes from the two stages of analysis, provided a more 
comprehensive insight than presently exists into the ways parents of young children 
described and made choices about ECEC services. 
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